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Sea of Expectations 


by Astro_cat13 


Summary 


What, outside of the famed Parker luck that Peter has become painfully familiar with, can 
explain his disaster of a life? 


Confidence hadn’t kept his parents’ plane from falling from the sky. Preparation hadn’t 
stopped the copper bullets from ripping through the flesh of his aunt and uncle, tearing 
Peter for the second time in his short life from the people tasked with taking care of him. 


Out of the hundreds of New York foster homes, Peter has the delightful opportunity of 
being placed into a house where the air is constantly thick with tension, the foster father a 
venomous snake, lurking for what seemed to be hours in an eerie calm until it's finally time 
for him to strike. 


Peter has to navigate the events of Spider-Man: Homecoming while having Thaddeus Ross 
as a deadbeat foster parent. Can Bucky's help finally break Peter out of the cycle of dead, 
absent, and abusive adults that he's found himself trapped in? 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Peter can vividly remember how his Uncle Ben would say that good or bad luck was nothing but 
the wrong or right mix of opportunity, preparation, and confidence. As a kid, Peter had marvelled 
at his uncle's wisdom, at his sheer intelligence and grit. Peter had carried his uncle’s little sayings 
and outlooks on life close to his heart, treasuring them as other kids would a beloved toy or doll. 


Now, though, Peter can’t help but roll his eyes at that sentiment. 


No such thing as bad luck? What, outside of the famed Parker luck that Peter has become painfully 
familiar with, could explain his disaster of a life? 


Confidence hadn’t kept his parents’ plane from falling from the sky. Preparation hadn’t stopped 
the copper bullets from ripping through the flesh of his aunt and uncle, tearing Peter for the second 
time in his short life from the people tasked with taking care of him. 


Out of the hundreds of New York foster homes, Peter has the delightful opportunity of being 
placed into a house where the air is constantly thick with tension, the foster father a venomous 
snake, lurking for what seems to be hours in an eerie calm until it's finally time for him to strike. 


Of course, Peter figures Secretary Ross isn’t all that bad. All four kids have access to food and 
clean water, and even though they’ re all crammed into the same bedroom, they each get their own 
bed. Well, technically they’re bunk beds, but that doesn’t really bother Peter. In fact, it kind of 
reminds him of his old room at May and Ben’s apartment. 


Which, of course, only makes him sad again. 


It’s not like Ross was home much anyway. When he was at home, he was working in his bedroom 
until the early hours of the morning, and unfortunately for them, Ross only seemed to have the time 
to pay them any mind when he was pissed about something. Which, admittedly, was growing to 
become more and more frequent in Peter’s case. 


A small part of Peter felt some semblance of responsibility for the others. He knew it was stupid, 
since they were all going through the exact same thing, but the idea of Harry, Gwen, or Peni 
getting hurt felt worse to Peter than if he himself was the one getting hurt. 


The unfortunate truth is, as much as Peter may hate the fact, there’s not much he can do about it. 
After all, he’s just a regular kid. 


“If you could have one superpower, what would it be?” 


The question is brought up absent-mindedly, as an attempt to break the awkward silence that Peter 
and his foster sister have fallen into. The rare moment of calm is nice, Peter has to admit, but the 
scarcity of the moment only adds to the trepidation that he feels coursing through all of his being. 


“Maybe healing? Not like super-healing for me, I'd want to be able to use the power to heal 
whoever I want.” Peter sucks in a breath of cool night air, trying to figure out exactly how to 
vocalize his thoughts. “I’d just want to help people. Whatever power allows me to help as many 


people as possible, that’s what I’d choose.” 
“Wow.” 


Gwen’s giggles at the sheer sincerity of Peter’s answer are interrupted as Harry stepped out of the 
cramped house that they all called home, a lit cigarette dangling from his fingertips. “You have to 
be kidding me, that’s such a Peter answer. I would have said super-strength like any rational 
human being.” 


Gwen’s giggles erupt into full-blown laughter as Peter’s brows furrow in confusion. “A ‘Peter’ 
answer? What does that even mean?” 


Gwen takes a deep breath, calming herself down enough to utter a short, “Harry’s right, Peter,” 
before going back to shaking with laughter. 


“Fuck you guys.” Despite himself, Peter smiles as he plucks the cigarette from between his foster 
brother’s lips and takes a long drag from it. “What about you, Gwen? What do you have in mind 
that’s so much better than healing?” 


“Teleportation.” 


Harry lets out a chuckle of disbelief. ““You’re serious? Man, you’re both terrible at choosing 
superpowers.” 


Peter tries to brush it off, but the insult stings more than it should. “What would you even do with 
superstrength? At least healing and teleportation are both somewhat useful.” 


“Have you seen the Hulk? Thor? Captain America? I could do whatever I want with super 
strength.” 


Gwen scoffs. “Banner’s a genius, Thor’s a god, and Captain America’s a billion-year-old war 
hero.” 


“Whatever,” Harry grumbles, obviously put off by Gwen’s teasing comment. “It’s freezing out 
here. You’re both idiots, and I’m going to bed.” He flicks the cigarette butt onto the ground before 
stomping on it, and climbing the steps to the house without a second thought. 


Peter groans, bending down to pick up the litter. “Idiot. What does he think will happen when Ross 
comes home and sees trash on the stairs? Delinquent teenagers can’t be good for Ross’s image, so 
you know he’d for sure flip out over a cigarette.” 


Gwen leans down to cup Peter’s cheek in her hand, and sticks her bottom lip out in a mock-pout. 
“Oh, Petey-pie, you couldn’t be a delinquent if you tried.” 


“Hey!” Peter slaps her hand away. “I could be rebellious if I wanted to! Drugs, violence- uh, late 
schoolwork-” 


Peter trails off as Gwen breaks into another fit of giggles. “You’re killing me, Parker, I can’t 
handle it anymore. I should probably head inside, too. I’m on dishes today.” 


“Yeah,” Peter nods. “Same, I have homework.” 
“My point exactly.” Gwen turned and smirked at Peter before heading inside. 


Peter refuses to respond to his foster sister’s attack on his character, because he’s a mature 


individual. Plus, he actually does have a bunch of work that he has to do. 
“Peter, what the fuck?” 


Gwen’s shout comes from the kitchen, and even though Peter knows that it’s probably nothing, it 
still has his heart pounding in his chest as he sprints over to where she is. “What? What is it?” 


When Peter slides into the kitchen, he’s met with the sight of Gwen holding up his backpack, 
which at this point was made more of duct tape than of fabric. “I’ve told you a million times not to 
leave your school stuff lying around. Just because you go to that fancy school now- what’s this?” 


Her face morphs from confusion to disbelief as she reads the top paper from the crumpled stack 
sitting on top of the feat of engineering that Peter calls his backpack. “A Stark Internship 
application? Do they even hire teenagers?” 


Peter feels his face heat up. “No, I- not usually, so I probably won’t get it. My physics teacher said 
that I should still apply, though.” 


“Fuck, that’s crazy. Could your school please hurry up and process my scholarship application? 
Having adults that actually care about what you do with your life must be wild.” Gwen tries to 
keep her tone light, but Peter can still hear the note of panic that comes up any time she mentions 
her application. 


“You'll get it. You’re literally ten times smarter than any of the kids at Midtown.” 
Gwen offers him a soft smile. “Thanks.” 


She continues leafing through the papers, and smirks once she realizes what she’s looking at. 
“None of this is your homework, is it? The names are all different.” 


“Peter Parker’s paper-writing service will promote a near-perfect grade point average for a very 
select part of Midtown Tech’s student population.” 


Gwen smiles, only a little concerned for Peter’s sanity. “Rich kids actually pay you to do their 
homework?” 


Peter beams, obviously proud of himself. “Worksheets are five bucks per page, essays and book 
reports are thirty-five bucks a pop!” 


Gwen nods in approval before going back to the stack of papers, organizing them by subject since 
Peter evidently doesn’t know how to do it himself. 


Peter raises his eyebrows, surprised by Gwen’s efforts. “You know you don’t have to organize my 
stuff, right? I have a system.” 


“Yeah, it’s just a bad system- holy shit.” Her eyes grow even wider when she notices the next 
paper in the stack she’s holding. “Is this a permission slip for Oscorp?” 


Peter pales at the reminder. “I completely forgot about that!” 


“You forgot about a field trip to Oscorp?” Gwen frowns, glaring at the paper in her hands. “How- 
oh my god, Peter, this is tomorrow. You’re seriously throwing away the opportunity to take a tour 
of Oscorp? I mean, I know you prefer Stark Industries, but science is science.” 


“It costs twenty-five dollars.” Peter looks at the ground, not wanting to meet Gwen’s eyes. “Plus, I 


need Ross’s signature, and I just haven’t gotten around to asking him yet-” 


“T’ll forge it for you.” The unexpected voice makes Peter jump, but when he whirls around, he’s 
met with the sight of Harry leading a sleepy-eyed Peni to the kitchen by her hand. “I’ve known 
how to fake his signature since I was fourteen.” 


Peter shakes his head, about to respond, but Gwen cuts him off. “Peni, baby, why are you awake? 
It’s late, is everything okay?” 


“She had a nightmare,” Harry groans. “Wouldn’t go back to sleep until I made her some cheerios. 
What nine-year-old can’t make their own cheerios?” 


“T’ll get you some cereal, Peni,” Peter says, automatically padding across the kitchen. “And Harry, 
we all know his signature, that’s not the issue here. Pretty much all of the elite high schools in the 
state will be there-” Harry makes a face at the word ‘elite,’ but Peter ignores him. “-Which means 
there will be media coverage, which means he’II see that it’s happening, and if I go without asking 
he’ ll know I faked the signature.” 


“Yeah, you know, and there’s the whole issue of that twenty-five dollar fine-” Harry’s teasing tone 
was cut off as Peter firmly placed a bowl of expertly-made cheerios in front of the sleepy nine- 
year-old, who offered a small “thank you” as Peter handed her a spoon. 


“Shut up, Harry, you know I’m just trying to spend money wisely. Is a tour really worth twenty- 
five dollars when we could use it to buy a whole meal for the four of us? I don’t want to be selfish. 
And if I skip the field trip, I can pick up an extra shift at Delmar’s instead.” 


Peni, Gwen, and Harry collectively groan. “You’re not selfish, Peter,” Harry says firmly. “It’s your 
money. Go on the damn field trip, although I don’t know why you’d even want a tour of my dead 
illegitimate father’s company, that place is a dump.” 


Peter’s mouth opens in horror, and he struggles to find words to say. “I- oh my god, I’m so sorry. I 
completely forgot that Oscorp... your father, how could I forget? It completely slipped my mind-” 


“Tt’s fine.” Harry cuts off Peter’s frantic apology with a forced grin. “The bastard’s long dead, so as 
far as I’m concerned, Oscorp is just a company. Yeah, the fact that I was written out of his will 
before I was even born kinda sucks, but it’s fine. It has cool science stuff, you’re allowed to go and 
enjoy cool science stuff even though the guy responsible for it was a huge prick.” 


Peter opens his mouth to argue, but is cut off by the sound of the front door slamming open. The 
calm seems to drain out of the room as they all freeze, holding their breath as they watch Ross hang 
up his coat, set his briefcase down, and amble into the kitchen. 


Power seems to almost ooze from the man. He carries the stench of fresh money wherever he goes, 
although of course, none of the kids have ever seen the benefits of said money and power. 


Instead, Ross’s gift to each of his wards is one that lingers in their hearts even when the man is 
nowhere to be found, which turns out to be a common occurrence. 


Terror. 


“Why the fuck is she eating cereal in the middle of the night?” The air suddenly grows even colder, 
fear practically radiating off of the four kids. 


Peter takes an instinctive step between Peni and the man before responding. “I got it out for her, 
sir. ’'m sorry-” He bites his tongue as he practically feels Gwen’s eye roll from all the way across 


the room. 


“Can you sign Peter’s permission slip?” Peter has to suppress a flinch at the blatant question, 
Gwen’s harsh tone only making the whole situation so much worse. Sometimes, Peter has to admit, 
it almost feels like while the rest of them are walking on eggshells, Gwen is the one making the 
omelette. “Oscorp is giving tours tomorrow, and a bunch of prestigious schools are participating,” 
she continues, demonstrating how convincing she is when she needs to be. “If he goes, it could be 
good publicity.” 


The silence that ensues does nothing to ease the tension flooding the air, but each kid knows the 
weight behind the argument that Gwen had just made. 


Ross is a businessman. None of them are really sure what he actually does, and no one has been 
brave enough to ask and risk suffering through a prolonged awkward conversation with the man, 
but they do know that publicity is the only reason that they’re living in the house. When public 
image is involved, decisions in Secretary Ross’s household seem to suddenly become no-brainers. 


“Well? Is somebody going to get me a pen or what?” 


As much as Peter hates to admit it, he was excited to tour Oscorp. Why wouldn’t he be? A job in 
STEM would literally be a dream come true, so getting to see scientists at work is almost too much 
for him to handle. 


“This is so awesome!” Ned is practically vibrating with excitement beside Peter, and he can’t even 
try to stop himself from beaming at his friend’s joy. Peter can’t remember the last time he saw his 
friend this happy. 


“T mean, it’s definitely no Stark Industries, but it'll do.” Peter grins playfully at Ned, who is too 
pumped to even register Peter’s blatant jab at Oscorp. 


The lobby is filled with tour groups, and the chaos is enough to put Peter on edge as he anxiously 
tries to stay with his class. The last thing he wants is for the school to have to call Ross and tell him 
that Peter had gotten lost on a field trip that he was barely even allowed to go to. 


The group stops, and Peter takes the opportunity to get some shots of the Oscorp lobby for the 
school paper. If he’s being honest, only one or two of his pictures will probably even end up in the 
paper, but he’s too keyed-up to even try to distinguish necessary pictures from unnecessary ones. 
Anyway, Peter figures that it's better to have too many pictures than not enough. 


“Hey, Peter, do you want to come to a GSA meeting after the trip? I know you usually don’t, but if 
you wanted to tag along, you totally could!’ Peter smiled at Ned’s obvious attempt to distract him 
from his own anxiety, which must have been evident in his body language, but he shook his head. 


“T need to go home after. There’s some stuff I have to do around the house- oh, Ned!” Peter stops 
in his tracks when he sees a huge Oscorp sign. “This is perfect! If you pose in front of that sign, I 
can take your picture!” 


Ned beams as he scrambles to get in front of the sign. 
“Okay. A little to the left-” 


“Parker!” 


Peter jumps at the unexpected voice, almost dropping his camera, but Ned only smiles wider. “MJ! 
Perfect timing. Peter’s taking my picture, and I was thinking you could write the article to go along 
with it. What do you think about “Teenage genius Ned Leeds yet again saves the world from 
certain destruction’ as the title?” 


MJ smirks. “How about “Teenage nerd fanboys over corporation responsible for decades of war 
profiteering’ ?” 


“What are you talking about? Stark Industries is responsible for so much more war profiteering! In 
comparison, Oscorp’s done basically nothing.” Ned exclaims. 


Peter can’t keep himself from butting in. “It’s not a competition, but for the record, Tony Stark is 
an ex-war profiteer. There’s a difference.” 


MJ and Ned both roll their eyes, as is their standard course of action when Peter obsesses over 
Stark Industries. Before either of them can respond, the tour guide is leading their group to one of 
the display rooms. 


“If you'll look to the right, you’ll see the labs of our highly esteemed scientists! The people in this 
wing of the building all study genetic mutation, the research of which is, of course, very strictly 
regulated due to... recent events. Safety is our number one priority here at Oscorp.” 


Multiple people in the group nod in understanding. Peter vaguely remembers reading a story about 
the Avengers blowing up a building, so he supposes it’s not unlikely for companies like Oscorp that 
have divisions in mutation could be brought under fire. 


“Over here, we have eight genetically mutated spiders! You guys can go look at them, just don’t 
tap on the glass.” 


The class crowds around the enclosure, but MJ frowns and furrows her brow. “There are only seven 
spiders.” 


The tour guide cocks her head before glancing to the enclosure in confusion. “Huh. The scientists 
must be working on the eighth one.” 


MJ nods skeptically, but Peter has an idea. “Hey, pose in front of the spiders! It would be such a 
cool picture!” 


MJ scoffs, yet she still complies with Peter’s request. “Here?” 


“Oh my god you’re perfect!” Peter gets a few shots, but almost drops his camera again when he 
feels a sharp pinch on the back of his hand. He instinctively smacks the back of his hand against 
his hip, careful to keep his camera undamaged, and winces. “Fuck.” 


“Are you okay?” MJ’s tone is full of concern, but Peter just nods. 


“Yeah, let’s catch up with the group.” Peter takes extra care to make sure that his camera is 
hanging securely from his neck before he and MJ set off to rejoin their classmates. 


Peter sighs in relief once he spots their tour group, but right when he’s about to jog the rest of the 
way to catch up with Ned, MJ stops him with a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I overheard you 
talking to Ned before. You seemed uncomfortable.” 


Peter raised his eyebrows, dumbfounded. “What?” 


“You know, when he brought up the GSA thing. He cares about you a lot, and obviously I do too. I 
guess I’m just trying to say that we’re here for you.” 


Peter has to hold back a wince. With his sob-story of a childhood, he’s pretty used to the abundance 
of pitying glances and sad smiles, but he hadn’t expected it from MJ of all people. 


“T’m good, MJ, really. Secure in my sexuality and all that, I’m seriously just busy today-” 
“Do you need service hours? For graduation, I mean.” 


Peter gapes at the sudden change of subject, but he decides to indulge MJ. “... Yeah? Why?” In lieu 
of an answer, MJ pulls out a bright pink flier from her bag. Peter takes the paper from MJ’s hands, 
frowning at her as he does so. “What’s this?” 


“A soup kitchen is opening in Hell’s Kitchen, with a focus on providing food for homeless LGBT 
youth.” Peter glanced down at the paper in his hands, seeing that it displayed the same 
information, followed by a statement from the Midtown Tech GSA. 


“The whole GSA is volunteering at a soup kitchen?” Peter has to admit, that’s pretty impressive. 


MJ almost smiles. “Yep, I was actually the one who organized it. We’re only helping out for a 
week or two, but the kitchen should be on its feet by the time we’re done, so they can hire 
permanent volunteers who aren’t... well, you know, highschoolers.” 


“That’s awesome, MJ!” Peter folded the flier carefully and stuffed it into his sweatshirt pocket. 
“Can I help? I mean, even though I never go to meetings?” 


“Yeah, of course! Anyone can help. Plus, Ned and I have been talking for weeks about how nice it 
would be to spend more time with you.” 


Peter blushes. “You guys spend plenty of time with me-” 


“We miss you, dude. Just- come to this, please? It would be so much fun. Plus, you’re into the 
whole ‘helping people’ thing, right?” 


“Yeah, I'd love to go.” Peter smiles softly, unsure of what he could have ever done to deserve such 
caring friends. 


“MJ! Peter! Get your asses over here before I leave you behind! You’re both seriously slower than 
snails in the winter!” 


Peter chuckles as he and MJ make their way over to Ned, whose yelling had begun to disrupt 
surrounding tour groups. 


Peter feels awful. 


His skin feels like it’s on fire, his head is splitting in half, and the nausea alone is enough to bring 
tears to his eyes. 


The back of his hand feels like it’s literally radiating heat, and when Peter brings it up to his face in 
the pitch dark of his shared bedroom, he swears the welt that’s been growing even larger through 
the night looks infected. 


After laying awake for hours in silent agony, trying desperately to remember what could have 


possibly hurt him this badly, he has an epiphany. 
Oscorp. His hand. 


Whatever had stung his hand at Oscorp must be what’s causing everything. Just his luck, really. 
It’s probably some kind of radiation that’s slowly killing him from the inside out. He’ll be dead by 
morning, or maybe even sooner. Harry will wake up in the bunk above his corpse, poor little Peni 
will wake up in the bed right beside him, to the sight of his stiff body as it begins to cool and 
decompose- 


“Fuck.” 


His entire body erupts into a world of searing pain, before the world goes black. 


“Peter? Peter-” 
Peter jolts awake to the sound of Gwen’s terrified shouts. ““What- oh, fuck. I don’t feel so good-” 
“Yeah, no shit you don’t feel good. You’re burning up.” 


A gasp comes from the doorway of the cramped room, and when Peter sits up painfully, he’s met 
with the sight of a terrified-looking Peni being held by an equally terrified Harry. “I’m fine, guys. 
Pll be okay, I’m just-” 


He’s cut off by a wave of nausea, strong enough to send him back down to the bed. 


“T can take Peni to her school,” Gwen offers gently. “Harry, can you call Delmar’s and tell them 
Peter can’t come to his shift today-” 


“I’m fine!” Peter cuts her off weakly, and Harry raises an unimpressed eyebrow at him. “We can’t 
afford for me to miss this shift, come on guys! Harry’s still unemployed, and even with Gwen’s job 
and my job put together, we barely have enough money saved up when we end up needing it! You 
know how I feel about that, I need savings for the future, and we can’t-” 


“Tt’s not your job to provide us with money. It’s Ross’s.” Harry’s cold tone cuts off Peter’s 
rambling. “We all know he has the resources, he just doesn’t care about us. Anyway, what’s the 
worst that happens if Ross stops buying food again, or fucks off his mansion or wherever he goes 
without giving us any warning? Social services will find out eventually, Peni might get a real foster 
family, and the three of us just go to a group home until we turn eighteen. At least it would be 
better than this bullshit.” 


“We’re a real foster family,” Peter whispers, eyes burning. 


Harry just glances down at him with sad eyes. “A real foster family needs a real foster parent, 
Peter. If Ross didn’t need to be seen as a ‘working-class man supporting his family,’ he wouldn’t 
even own this tiny fucking house, let alone still have us around. You know he hates it here even 
more than we do.” 


“T can’t believe we’re talking about this right now,” Gwen huffs. “Harry, Peni, go to school. Peter, 
go see if we have any advil that’s not expired.” 


Peter is about to argue, but feels a pang of guilt when he sees the tears in Peni’s eyes. Wordlessly, 
he pulls himself up from the bed and makes his way to the bathroom, searching through the 


medicine cabinet until he finds some painkillers that are only expired by a few months. 


He pops two in his mouth and washes them down with tap water, splashing some on his face in a 
desperate attempt to bring his temperature down. Peter sighs and rubs his hands over his sore face. 


As he stares at his reflection, Peter realizes something. 

He can see. 

He can see his reflection crystal-clear in the glass, and he can see that he’s not wearing his glasses. 
“Peter. * 


He’s pulled out of his thoughts by Ross’s snarling voice echoing through the house. Peter hobbles 
painfully to the source of the sound, still internally marvelling at how clear everything is. 


Ross scowls at Peter as he steps into the kitchen. “So you think you can skip school just like that, 
huh? You think I’m stupid?” 


Peter stares at him dumbly, and the man takes a step closer. “You’re going to school. Do you know 
why you’re going to school?” 


“T-” Peter tries to talk, but he has to cut himself off as a wave of nausea flows through his stomach. 


“You’re going to school because I know you’re a liar by nature. Well, let me tell you something, 
your laziness isn’t a valid excuse to skip school. Midtown has been kind enough to provide you 
with a free ride--one you don’t deserve, may I add--and this is how you act? I can’t-” 


Peter gags, coughs, and finally vomits on Ross, staining his crisp, white work shirt. He stares at the 
man in horror, and the expression he’s met with is one of pure disgust. 


They lock eyes for a few seconds, before Ross removes his hand from where they are resting on 
his puke-stained shirt, and backhands Peter, and the quickly-cooling vomit coating Ross’s hand 
makes Peter’s eyes and nose burn. The angry sound reverberates through the kitchen, and Peter 
instinctually brings his hand up to cover his smarting cheek. 


Wordlessly, Ross goes back to his bedroom, but it takes Peter a few minutes to move. 
His head is spinning, his cheek is burning, and his mouth tastes like vomit. 


Peter tries his hardest to work up the motivation to clean up the puddle of vomit on the kitchen 
floor, but he can’t. Instead, he forces himself back into the bathroom, where he brushes his teeth. 


He might as well do his best to save himself from any unnecessary discomfort. 
Peter went to put his toothbrush down, but he couldn’t. 


Unsure if it was just his fever-addled brain playing tricks on him, he tries again, but it stays firmly 
on his hand. 


What the fuck? 
He backs into the wall in surprise, but just ends up sticking. 


Why was Peter so sticky? Was he dying? Was it- 


Oscorp. 
The spider room. He must have been bitten by one of the radioactive spiders. Which means- 


“Oh, shit.” 


Chapter End Notes 


The wonderful beta of this story is EnchantingWriting. 
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Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


tw for mild blood, mentions of sexual abuse, and homophobia 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Peter spends the rest of the day in bed, unable to effectively wrap his head around his sudden 
change in circumstance. 


Is it possible that the spider bite somehow mutated his DNA? A frantic google search reveals that 
it is theoretically possible. The rest of the article, however, makes it very clear that Peter should be 
dead. 


So, what does that mean? Is he a mutant now? 


Peter feels himself begin to panic. That would be... problematic, to say the least. Peter may be too 
preoccupied to pay close attention to the news, but even he knows that enhanced individuals aren’t 
exactly loved by the general public at the moment. 


Not to mention Ross would probably have an aneurism over the amount of bad press he’d get if it 
was discovered that one of his foster children is secretly a freak- 


Peter takes a deep breath, trying to calm himself down. His fever seems to be going away, and he 
can learn to live with whatever’s going on. It might be weird at first, but Peter figures that he just 
has to learn how to not stick to things. 


Currently, however, it’s not going very well. In fact, Peter thinks one of the worst sensations he’s 
ever experienced is the feeling of his thin cotton bed sheets stuck to his entire body, twisting and 
rubbing against his sensitive skin. 


It feels almost as if each of Peter’s senses is trying to kill him. It takes a while for him to actually 
notice, but once he does, he can think of nothing else. 


The splitting headache that Peter had assumed to be caused by the fever lingers long after the 
fever’s gone, and his eyes and ears are on fire. Everything’s too loud, too bright, and too rough on 
his skin, and frankly, it’s exhausting. 


The idea that his senses might be screwed up like this for the rest of his life is almost enough to 
make Peter burst into tears. 


Why him? Peter knows that it’s a pretty immature question to ask, but seriously, what kind of luck 
is that? 


As if his life isn’t bad enough already. 


Well, at least he’s not dead. The worst of the fever seems to have passed, and with his departure 
from what felt like death’s door, Peter realizes very quickly that he hasn’t eaten anything all day. 


Peter’s brow furrows when he realizes just how hungry he is. Maybe it’s a part of his seemingly 


enhanced senses? 
Do spiders get hungry easily? Peter really has to do some spider research. 


Peter steps over the hardened puddle of vomit on the kitchen floor, making a mental note to clean 
it up as soon as he no longer feels like he’s literally starving- holy shit, spiders must get hungry so 
fast, Peter’s stomach is beginning to cramp up. 


“Maybe I should go to the library,” Peter chuckles to himself as he goes to open the refrigerator. “I 
could check out a copy of Charlotte's Web and- fuck!” 


Peter stares in disbelief at the severed refrigerator door in his hand. 
Did he just... break the refrigerator? He barely even pulled, it should have just opened! 


The door falls to the ground with a loud crash, and Peter still can’t believe what had just happened. 
Are spiders even strong? 


Peter grabs an apple from the now permanently-open fridge, and retreats back to his bedroom. 


He has a lot of thinking to do. And, evidently, research to conduct. 


Peter’s fucked. 


Once he finally convinces himself to get up and look at the damage in the kitchen, he’s able to 
clean up the vomit, but there’s no way Peter can fix the refrigerator before Ross gets home. Also, 
there’s the whole issue of explaining exactly how it got broken in the first place without revealing 
his... newfound issue. 


He’s debated just telling the truth about what’s going on, and to be honest, he could use the help. 


The problem is, Ross has made his stance on the whole ‘war against supers’ thing very clear. If he 

were to find out, there’s no telling what would happen to Peter, and that’s not really a risk that he’s 
willing to take after all of the horror stories he’s read about enhanced individuals during one of his 
intense googling sessions. 


The best course of action, Peter decides, is to buy the parts he needs to replace the door. Yeah, he’s 
taking a pretty big risk in going out without permission, and he might get in trouble for not being 
home when Ross gets there, but he’d get in trouble for breaking the door anyway. 


Plus, Peter’s always been kind of a people-pleaser. Just the idea of Gwen’s face dropping in 
disappointment once she realizes the fridge is broken and all the food will go bad is enough to get 
Peter to pick up his pace on the way home from the hardware store. 


The contents of the paper bag he’s carrying ended up putting a huge dent in Peter’s savings, but he 
figures he probably deserves that. Anyway, Ross had more campaign stuff to do, so it was unlikely 
that he’d have the chance to temporarily move to one of his other properties under the radar and 
leave the kids alone. 


Peter hates that Ross’s periodic departures never fail to make his blood boil. The fact that he can 
easily shirk his responsibility when it was inconvenient for him is annoying, but not surprising. 
He’s a politician, after all. 


The thing that really bugs Peter, though, is the fact that he could easily take the kids with him. He 
has properties where each kid could have their own room, and the only reason they’re all cramped 
into a house that’s way too small for four kids is Ross’s own image. 


Apparently, people in high places like a family man who built his life from the ground up. 
Well, Ross may not be either, but he sure is good at playing the part when he has to. 


It feels like he should be used to abandonment, and Ross was kind of an asshole so it shouldn’t 
matter anyway, but for some reason neglect and leaving the kids to fend for themselves bothered 
Peter more than anything else the man had done. 


It’s stupid, really. Ross had made it perfectly clear that he only became a foster parent for publicity, 
and the other kids seem to accept it just fine, so why can’t Peter? 


On his walk home from the hardware store, everything is so much harsher than Peter’s used to it 
being. If he thought it was bad when he was alone in his bedroom, it was about a thousand times 
worse on the streets of New York City, where flashing lights and intense smells were unavoidable. 
He can hear everything, and as hard as he tries to filter it out, Peter can’t. 


He takes a deep breath, and wills himself to keep going. He’s almost at the store, and Ross could 
be home any minute. The other kids are probably already at the house, he has to- 


The nerves at the base of Peter’s neck explode. 
It feels like every cell in his body is vibrating, and his heart is about to burst out of his chest. 


That’s not what Peter’s focused on, though. The sudden all-encompassing terror that suddenly fills 
his entire being is what he’s keyed-in on. 


Terror isn’t quite the right word, Peter realizes. It’s more like dread. 
Anticipation. 


His neck lights up again, and Peter feels electricity run down his spine. A glance over his shoulder 
reveals the source of the dread. 


A car is speeding toward a train full of people, showing no sign of stopping. 
Suddenly, everything goes quiet. The car is the only thing that exists. 


Peter’s running, but his legs feel like they’re moving of their own accord. His paper bag is over his 
head, protecting his face from the public’s scrutiny. He has no recollection of putting it there, but 
there are more important things for Peter to worry about. 


He can’t see, but he doesn’t have to. The way that he can sense the car is kind of terrifying, he just 
knows where it is without thinking about it. Peter knows exactly where to throw his frail body to 
keep the car from crashing into the train, and exactly when to catch the car, effectively absorbing 
the object’s momentum. 


Holy shit. 
Peter’s heart is pounding, his biceps burn as he places the car down on the ground- 


Why the fuck did he just do that? 


He was only kind of certain that he had super strength. What kind of person just catches a runaway 
car without a second thought? He must be going crazy. 


That’s when it finally hits him: he just caught a car with his bare hands with a paper bag on his 
head being the only thing stopping him from being outed to the world as an enhanced individual. 


Peter can practically feel the stares of the dozens of strangers that must have just watched that 
happen. 


He turns and runs blindly in the direction that he came in, flinching at the barrage of shrill car 
horns as he crosses streets that he can’t see. 


Peter’s legs are still shaking from lingering shock when he finally comes to a stop in what he 
thinks must be an alley. After listening for a few seconds, Peter determines that there’s no one in 
the immediate area, so he carefully removes the bag from his head. 


The natural light stings his eyes, and Peter lets out a breath that he’d had no idea he was holding. 
That was crazy. 


The paper bag is light in Peter’s hands, and he groans as he realizes that he must have dumped the 
contents of the bag on the ground before putting it on his head to catch the car. 


Honestly, what is his life? 


Peter trudges back to the hardware store, internally mourning the loss of what little money he’d 
saved up. 


“Peter?” 


Peter freezes in his tracks, still in the process of climbing through his bedroom window. He 
breathes a sigh of relief once he actually looks up and sees the person calling his name. “Fuck, 
Harry, you scared me.” 


Harry stumbles across the room to help Peter in, confusion visible on his face. ““What did you do to 
the fridge?” 


Peter winces at the question. He really has to think of an explanation for that, doesn’t he? 


Instead of answering, Peter dodges the question, holding up his paper bag full of parts. “I bought 
what I need to fix it, so it’s fine! The hinges just snapped off, so all I have to do is replace those, 
and we’re good!” 


He smiles, proud of himself for even knowing how to fix the refrigerator, but Harry just looks at 
him like he’s crazy. “Are you okay, dude?” 


Peter nods quickly, and Harry raises an eyebrow at him, but doesn’t say anything. 


Trying his best to keep the fear off of his face, Peter heads to the kitchen to fix the refrigerator 
door. He prays that the kitchen will be empty when he gets there, when do Parkers get what they 
want? 


“Big day today, huh?” Ross’s sneer is audible in his voice, and Peter’s stomach lurches. 


“T’m sorry about the door, sir, I have the parts right here to fix it-” 


Peter goes silent as Ross fixes him with a stone-cold glare. Suddenly, the man turns to the table, 
and addresses the two girls that Peter hadn’t noticed were there. “Gwen, Peni, why don’t you give 
us some space?” His lips curl up in a threatening smile. “We need to have a conversation man-to- 


bed 


man. 


Gwen locks eyes with Peter, and he gives her a miniscule nod. It’s better that Peni isn’t around with 
Ross like this, and frankly, Peter deserves whatever’s going to happen to him. 


Wordlessly, she takes Peni by the hand and walks out the door, leaving Peter alone in the kitchen, 
tension almost palpable in the air. 


“What the fuck did you do to my refrigerator?” 


Peter takes an instinctual step back before scrambling to come up with a coherent answer. “I- um, I 
was climbing on it, Secretary Ross, and it... broke.” 


Peter wants to scream. Climbing on the refrigerator? There’s no way that Ross would buy that! 


“T can’t believe you.” Ross’s voice is like nails on a chalkboard to Peter, and the boy looks at the 
ground, searching frantically for a way out of the corner he’d just backed himself into with his 
terrible lie. “Climbing on the refrigerator, Peter? I just-” 


Ross pinches the bridge of his nose in exaspiraton, and Peter’s eyes dart to meet his. Does Ross 
actually believe him? 


“ll fix it, sir,’ Peter ventures, voice small. “I have the parts right here.” 


“That’s not the issue here,” Ross snaps. “You really think you can disobey my authority here? 
You’re seriously sticking it to me climbing on my fucking furnature instead of going to school? I 
don’t know what’s going on here, but you need to cut it out.” 


Peter nods quickly, but Ross just takes a step closer and grabs the boy’s arm, squeezing hard 
enough to make Peter grimace. 


“T’m in charge here. Don’t forget that.” 


Suddenly, Peter’s a ten-year-old kid in his aunt and uncle’s apartment, quivering under the soft 
touches of the teenager, whose cruel smile was what made him wake up screaming every night. 


He looks up in terror to the man who was holding him, and logically, Peter knows that it’s just 
Ross. It has to be Ross, Skip left for college years ago, he’s gone for good. 


Still, for a second, he could have sworn that it was Skip’s icy blue eyes glaring down at him. 


“-You’re here because of my generosity,” Ross continues, oblivious to Peter’s inner turmoil. “I can 
easily call your social worker and tell her to take you away to a group home. You still have, what, 
two years before you turn eighteen? Do you really want to give up the comfortable life you have 
here?” 


‘It’s far from comfortable,’ Peter wants to yell. It’s not fair. 
Why is nothing ever fair? 


“No, sir,” Peter squeaks out instead. 


Ross finally lets go of his arm, but the glare stays plastered firmly on his face. “I put up with a lot, 
Peter, but there is one thing that I will accept, and that is underachievers like you thinking that the 
world owes them something. You’re a troubled teenager, I see it now. I need to keep a closer eye 
on you.” 


Peter has to hold back a snort at Ross’s last comment. Keep a closer eye on him? If Peter were to 
go missing, it would probably take Ross a week to notice. 


“There’s something else here that we need to address here, though. I think you know what it is.” 
Ross’s tone drops, becoming more dangerous, and Peter gulps. 


What could he be talking about? Peter searches for an obvious answer, but he can’t figure it out. Is 
it possible that Ross somehow knows about the spider bite and has been bluffing this whole time? 


“IT know why you’ ve been acting up. I figured out why you’ ve been breaking things, sneaking out, 
skipping school...” Ross trails off as he shuffles through his pants pocket, pulling out a bright pink 
piece of paper and brandishing it in Peter’s face, holding the paper as one would a dead animal. 


It takes Peter a few seconds to realize what the paper is, but once he does, his stomach drops. 
It’s the flier for the GSA volunteer event that MJ had handed him. 


“Where did you get that?” The question comes out shakier than Peter intends it to, but he still 
glares up at his foster father. 


Ross just smirks. “Your room, when I was looking through your things.” 


“Why the fuck were you doing that? You can’t just-” Peter splutters, cut off as a punch to the 
stomach knocks the wind out of him. He wheezes as pain blossoms through his abdomen, trying 
desperately to keep himself from doubling over. 


“T always knew that you were an attention whore, but even I didn’t think it had gotten this bad,” 
Ross continues, as if he didn’t just cause a teenager to double over in pain. “I just can’t believe you 
would go this far to spite me. I mean, I know you don’t especially like me, but seriously? 
Homosexuality?” 


Peter gasps, trying desperately to get his lungs to fill with air. 


“You know that I have an image to maintain. Does a child who’s decided that he enjoys taking it 
up the ass fit into the ideal American household? Of course not. I don’t care if you think you’ re 
gay, you have to-” 


“Tm bisexual,” Peter wheezes out defiantly. “Not gay.” 
The correction is met with another punch, this time to the face. 


“T don’t give a damn what you think you are,” Ross spits out angrily as Peter clutches his now- 
bleeding nose. “If you ever go to one of those fairy-ass charity events and--heaven forbid--get seen 
at one, you’re out of here. I'm serious, you keep this up and I'll send you to one of those residential 
treatment centers.” 


Peter wants to argue. He wants to cry, to scream in Ross’s face about how it’s not fair, about how 
he’d thought he was done with homophobic assholes ruining his life when Skip left for college. 


Instead, he just nods. 


“Go clean yourself up,” Ross sighs, as if it’s some kind of chore to deal with the aftermath of his 
own abuse. “Fix the refrigerator when you’re done.” 


Peter nodded awkwardly, doing his best to avoid getting any of the globs of warm blood cascading 
from his burning nose on the floor as he scurried out of the kitchen. 


He makes a beeline to the bathroom, but stops when Gwen calls out to him from their bedroom. 
“What did he want?” 


Peter winces, unsure what to say, so he stays quiet until Gwen finally turns and locks eyes with 
him. “Holy shit, Peter, you’re bleeding!” 


“Yeah,” Peter says lamely, grabbing a roll of toilet paper and tearing off a few squares to clean up 
his bloody nose. “I- uh, broke the refrigerator.” 


In spite of herself, Gwen snorts. “Yeah, genius. I saw that.” 


After a beat of silence, Gwen grabs the roll of toilet paper from Peter and tears off her own square. 
“Here, your face is literally covered in blood, you’re not getting any of it. Let me help you.” She 
carefully begins to wipe dried blood under Peter’s nose, but all he can focus on is how the motion 
causes her sleeve to ride up, revealing clear fingerprint-like bruises circling her wrist. 


“Gwen... what’s that from?” The girl raises a brow in confusion, but quickly realizes that Peter’s 
staring at her wrists. 


“He looked through all of our stuff when he realized that you were gone. Didn’t like that we’re 
autonomous fucking human beings, I guess.” Gwen shoots Peter a small smile, but her tone is 
completely humorless. 


“Oh my god, I’m so sorry. If I had realized...” Peter trails off, terror pooling in his gut at the 
realization that his bad decisions are actively harming the people he cares about, and he didn’t 
even know. 


“Tt’s fine.” Gwen smirks, shrugging off Peter’s apology. “You should see Harry. He’s way worse-” 


“What’s worse?” Harry’s voice startles Peter, and when he whirls around to face the boy, Peter’s 
guilt doubles. 


Harry’s wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his slender waist when he approaches Peter 
from behind. To the teen’s horror, his torso is a mosaic of purples, blues, and greens, no doubt 
similar to the state of Peter’s own stomach, and the sight makes Peter feel like breaking down in 
tears. 


“T need to shower, like, ten minutes ago. How long are you two going to be hogging the bathroom 
for?” Harry asks in a light tone, completely ignoring Peter’s shock. 


“Harry!” Peter feels his breath catch in his throat. “Harry, are you okay? I’m sorry, this is all my 
fault-” 


“Tt’s not your fault.” Harry grins at him, but Peter can’t force himself to smile back. “I’m serious, 
Peter. Maybe the fridge is what set him off--and holy fuck, dude, I don’t even know how you could 
have managed to do that--but he was going to get set off by something sooner or later. I argued 
with him when he tried to go through our things, so if anything, it’s my fault.” 


Peter nods, still not convinced that he’s not to blame. “Peni?” The question comes out as a whisper, 


and both Gwen and Harry’s expressions both soften as Peter stares at them, sheer terror evident on 
his face. 


“She wasn’t here,” Gwen assures him. “Her dad has visitation today, remember? She was with 
him, so if you think about it, there’s a silver lining.” 


Peter breathes a sigh of relief as Harry chuckles. “Yeah, hell of a silver lining.” 


“T have to go fix the fridge. Shower’s all yours, Harry.” Peter throws his bloody squares of toilet 
paper in the trash as he heads toward the kitchen. 


On Peter’s way out, Harry pats him on the back. “There’s our little handyman! You’re such a little 
genius, Peter.” 


Peter chuckles and flips him off over his shoulder, and Gwen joins in. “You’re going to fix that 
fridge so well, Petey-pie! Our little refrigerator-fixer!” 


“And refrigerator-breaker,” Harry reminds her as Peter slams the kitchen door. 
“Are you coming to the volunteer event this weekend?” 


The final bell had just rung, and Peter flinches when MJ approaches him out of seemingly nowhere 
while he’s walking to the subway station. 


Peter cringes at the question, remembering the events of yesterday. Strangely, he was completely 
healed after a mere hour, but the memory was still there. 


“T can’t, I’m sorry. Something came up.” 


The disappointed frown that MJ gives him makes Peter want to scream. “Ned’s going to be 
disappointed, have you told him yet?” 


Peter picks up his pace, but MJ keeps following him. “No,” Peter answers after a few seconds of 
silence. “I haven’t.” 


MJ doesn’t say anything, but Peter can tell she’s upset with him. She’s probably wondering why 
she even befriended such a flaky asshole who can’t keep his promises. Honestly, Peter wouldn’t 
blame her if she decided that she never wanted to see him again. 


He said he’d go, and now what? He’s too scared to betray Ross and keep his promise to his 
friends? 


“Are you alright?” The question startles Peter, but he automatically nods in response. 
“Tm fine. Why?” 


MJ pauses, trying to choose her words carefully. “You’ve seemed a little bit off for a while. You 
know that you can talk to us about anything, right? If something isn’t okay, I mean.” 


Sometimes, Peter hates how observant MJ can be. “Everything is fine. In fact, I’m great. ?m 
having the time of my life right now.” Peter regrets his bitter tone the second the words leave his 
mouth, but it’s too late to take them back. 


The way MJ’s face falls breaks Peter’s heart. “Okay. Just- I’m here. Ned and I, we both care about 


eh 


you. 
Peter gives her a small smile. “I know. You guys are the best.” 


Her expression softens slightly, but it’s so subtle that if Peter didn’t know her so well, he might 
have missed it. 


The moment is ruined when they get to the station. “Well, uh, bye,” Peter blurts out awkwardly, 
before riding the escalator down to the platform. 


One blissfully uneventful subway ride later, Peter’s on his way to work. 


“Hey, Mr. Delmar!” Peter forces a wide smile onto his face as he walks into the bodega, and 
apparently it’s too wide, because the man looks at him as if he’s grown an extra head. 


“Peter! You’re feeling better? Your brother said that you were pretty sick yesterday.” 


Peter frowns when he hears Harry being referred to as his brother, but he doesn’t bother to correct 
the man. Instead, he steps behind the counter of the bodega, tying an apron around his waist. 
“Right as rain and ready to work, sir!” 


Mr. Delmar just shakes his head, familiar with Peter’s antics. “Okay, if you’re sure.” 


Work isn’t that bad. Peter actually enjoys the mindless tasks he’s given, and the free sandwiches 
are definitely worth it. 


Plus, Mr. Delmar has a cat. To be honest, Peter has come to the bodega multiple times for the sole 
purpose of petting Mr. Delmar’s cat. 


“Murph!” Peter exclaims as he pets the furry creature, who flops over onto his side as soon as he 
sees Peter coming. “Oh, yeah. There’s my favorite co-worker!” 


“Hey,” Mr. Delmar yells from the kitchen. “Words hurt, Peter. Insult me like that again, and 
you’re fired.” 


Peter chuckles, yelling back, “if you fire me, who will pet Murph? You know he likes me more 
than he likes you.” 


“You’ve got me there, kid.” Peter smiles, allowing himself to bask in his rare moment of joy before 
getting to work. 
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Peter screws his eyes shut, trying to drown out the sounds of the city, which are made unbearably 
loud by his enhanced senses. 


The issue, however, isn’t necessarily the volume. 


Catching the car was a one-time thing. It was a fluke, and Peter just happened to be in the right 
place at the right time. He had spent hours lost in thought, trying desperately to rationalize why he 
cannot under any circumstances do anything like that again. 


It just isn’t safe. 


Peter’s efforts of rationalizing his strategic inactivity are undone in seconds when he hears faint 
screams coming from a few blocks away. 


He can’t even blame himself as he sneaks out of his bed, careful not to wake any of his foster 
siblings, and grabs the makeshift suit he’d hastily fashioned in anticipation of another event where 
he’d have to protect his identity. 


Now that he thinks about it, maybe he didn’t do such a great job of convincing himself that the car 
thing won’t happen again. 


Not wanting to risk being too loud, Peter elects to use the bathroom window to get out. Yeah, it’s 
smaller and higher up than the bedroom window that had over time become the designated 
‘sneaking out’ window between the three older kids, but his powers mean that Peter can just climb 
up the wall to reach the window. 


Pretty handy, if Peter does say so himself. 


The crisp night air feels amazing on his face, even through his makeshift mask. For some reason 
that he can’t entirely understand, Peter kind of wishes he could climb a skyscraper and jump off of 
it without, well, dying. 


It sure would make transportation easier, Peter internally complains as he sets off sprinting toward 
the general direction of the screams. 


He can only hope that he can get there before it’s too late. 


Peter skids around a corner and he’s met with a scene that makes him want to claw his eyeballs out. 
The image of two men, one hastily emptying his pockets while the other holds him at gunpoint, is 
painfully familiar. 


Peter Parker wants to scream, to run in and help the man before it’s too late, because he doesn’t 
think he can handle reliving one of the worst events of his life. The event that had caused him to 
lose his second guardian in the span of a few mere months, leaving him orphaned for a second 
time. 


The other part of him, whatever part emerged on the fateful day of the spider bite, can only see the 
gun. 


His nerves are screaming, and every atom in his being seems to be warning him of the danger that 
came with the weapon. 


Before Peter has a chance to think, he’s up on the wall. He’s climbing toward the pair, terrifying 
himself with just how spider-like his actions are. 


The shadows conceal his slender form until he pounces, lunging at the mugger and knocking the 
gun out of his hands. Once the man is disarmed, Peter’s nerves seem to calm down, and he’s able 
to finally process his own thoughts. 


“You really shouldn’t mug people,” Peter says weakly, not really knowing what else to do. 


Uncle Ben--no, not Uncle Ben, the stranger standing in front of him--looks between Peter and the 
mugger in confusion. “What the hell are you?” 


Peter stays silent, deciding that answering the question would defeat the whole purpose of the 
mask, and tightens his grip on the mugger’s arm. “Are you okay, B- sir? Are you hurt?” 


The man shakes his head slowly before turning and running, casting a bewildered glance over his 
shoulder at Peter as he goes. 


Peter stands in the alley, awkwardly clutching the man, and he comes to the realization that he has 
no idea what to do with the criminal. 


He can’t just take him to a police station, because Peter doesn’t really feel like revealing his 
identity and being kidnapped and experimented on. 


There’s a lot of weird shit on the internet, a lot of which left him terrified. 


Maybe he could tie the man up and call the cops? That could work, Peter reasons, but he has to 
find something to tie him up with. 


“T’m going to go look for some rope in that dumpster,” Peter announces, trying to sound more sure 
of himself than he actually is. “You have to come with me, because I don’t want you to run away.” 


The man arches an eyebrow, but Peter just drags him over to the open dumpster. “Holy shit, how 
are you that strong? Are you a mutant or something?” 


Peter’s face heats up under his mask at the question. Instead of answering, he points to the 
dumpster. “Get in.” 


“The... dumpster?” The man chuckles, obviously thinking Peter’s not serious. 


Fed up, Peter grabs the man by the waist and throws him into the dumpster, before hopping in 
himself. 


“What the fuck?” The mugger groans, and Peter feels a little bit bad. He’s still getting used to his 
strength, so it’s possible that he threw the man a little too hard. 


“Are you okay?” When the man silently nods, Peter begins his search. 


There isn’t really any rope, but there are plastic bags. Peter looks, praying that there would be 
something better, but it seems like the bags are the best he’s going to get. 


To be honest, it’s kind of his own fault for being so unprepared. 


“Okay, we’re going to get out of here, and then I’m going to tie you up with these plastic bags.” 
Peter winces as soon as the sentence comes out of his mouth. He might as well scream ‘I have no 
idea what I’m doing.’ 


Surprisingly, the man complies. “Whatever, just don’t throw me again.” 
Peter nods, leading the man by the arm out of the dumpster and to a clean spot of concrete. 


It takes a lot of bags, but eventually, the man is secure. Well, at least Peter thinks so. There’s really 
no way for him to be sure. 


“Okay, I’m going to go call the cops. I don’t know how long they’II take, are you hungry? Thirsty? 
I don’t- would it be cruel to just leave you?” 


The man frowns, obviously confused. “I’m fine, itsy bitsy spider-man.” 


His tone is mocking, obviously making fun of the way he had acted earlier, but it gives Peter an 
idea. 


“Oh my god.” 
The man’s confusion only grows when Peter sprints away, but the kid can’t bring himself to care. 
That’s it. 


The sun is beginning to rise, and Peter lets out a laugh, basking in the way the cool breeze feels 
against his face as he runs. 


During his spider-research session, Peter had actually ended up learning a lot about spider 
anatomy, and more specifically, how they make spider webs. 


Spider silk happens to be stronger than any man-made fiber on earth, Peter recalls. What if he 
could figure out a way to replicate the liquid produced by a spider’s glands? Maybe he can 
somehow thicken so it can bear more weight. 


Peter’s inner geek was freaking out about the sheer possibility that he could even make synthetic 
spider silk, not to mention the fact that he could actually use it to help people. 


“Spider-Man, huh?” Peter chuckles to himself as he sprints back toward Ross’s house, praying that 
no one has woken up and realized that he’s gone. 


Peter feels like crying when Gwen wakes him up for breakfast. 


Exhaustion and sleep deprivation weigh on his limbs like boulders, and he wants nothing more 
than to crawl back into bed. 


Unfortunately for Peter, one of the downsides of his enhancement turns out to be an increased 
metabolism, which means he feels like he hasn’t eaten in weeks after the excitement of last night. 


Peter can barely restrain himself from literally inhaling his cereal. His stomach is in such agony 
that he doesn’t even pause when Ross walks into the kitchen, automatically putting the three other 
kids on edge. 


“There’s a situation at work,” Ross tells them as he hurriedly gets his things together. “I'll be 


sleeping in my office for a few days.” 
That gets Peter’s attention. 


The kids exchange worried glances. Honestly, Peter’s first assumption is that Ross is tired of the 
cramped house and is spending a week or two somewhere else, but that doesn’t seem entirely right. 


Ross’s panic is way too genuine for it to be a bad cover. 


“Fucking Steve Rogers...” Ross mutters under his breath, yet again catching the attention of the 
kids seated at the kitchen table. 


“Steve Rogers? Like, Captain America?” The question leaves Peter’s mouth without his 
permission, and his face grows red at the realization that he’d accidentally voiced his inner 
confusion. 


Instead of lashing out like Peter had been mentally preparing for him to, Ross nods. “Bastard 
decides that now is a good time to go and plays buddy-buddy with the Winter Soldier. He says he’s 
innocent!” The man laughs distractedly as he begins tying his shoes. “After he blew up the UN? I 
don’t think so. I’m not done with that mutant freak until he’s either in a prison cell or a body bag, I 
don’t care which.” 


The rage embedded in Ross’s tirade put all of the kids on edge, and they each breathed a sigh of 
relief when the man left the house, slamming the door behind him. 


“Is the Winter Soldier even a mutant?” Gwen asks, breaking the silence. 


Harry shakes his head, swallowing a mouthful of cheerios. “I don’t think so, Ross is definitely 
losing it.” 


Peter chuckles, willing his weary eyes to stay open. “What are you guys doing today? Ross is gone, 
we can have some fun.” 


Gwen scoffs. “Like you know how to have fun, Parker. What do you have in mind?” 


All three pairs of eyes bore into Peter’s skull, and he blushes and looks down at his food. Finally, 
after a moment of awkward silence, he decides to bite the bullet. “My physics teacher assigned an 
essay last week so I have a ton of people’s work to do. I was thinking we could go to the library.” 


Gwen and Harry both break out into inevitable laughter. “Of course you’d want to go to the 
library,” Harry scoffs. 


“You guys can laugh all you want, this physics teacher’s assignment is making me, like, two 
hundred dollars.” 


The table falls silent. ““T'wo hundred dollars?” 


Peter smirks at Harry’s bewildered question. “What can I say? A lot of these rich kids have more 
money than they know what to do with, and apparently, they really don’t like doing their physics 
essays.” 


Gwen groans. “See, this is why I need my scholarship application approved.” 
Peter rests a sympathetic hand on her arm. “So, library?” 


“T want to go to the library,” Peni pipes up, grinning at Peter. “The library has books about robots, 


right?” 
Peter grins back. “Probably! If you come with me, you can check out any books you want.” 


Peni practically starts vibrating with excitement, and Peter has to stifle a giggle. “Hey, what can I 
say? Anything for my favorite foster sister.” He gives Gwen a playful smirk from across the table, 
and she shakes her head in mock disappointment. 


“Finals start next week, I guess the library’s as good a place as any for a study session. That is, 
assuming there’s enough room for Peter’s second-favorite foster sister.” 


“There’s room!” Peni exclaims, causing Peter to break out into laughter. 


“T was going to look for a job today, but maybe I can meet you guys after,” Harry says. “Anyway, 
whenever I go, they just tell me to apply online. Like, why even have a help wanted sign if I have 
to apply online?” 


Peter and Gwen both grimace, familiar with the issue that their foster brother is facing. 


“You'll find something, Harry.” Peter offers him a reassuring smile. “It's only been, like, two 
weeks since you lost that Waffle House gig, these things take time.” 


“Robots?” Peni asks, obviously growing impatient. 
Peter smiles, holding back a yawn. “Sure, Pen. We can go right now.” 


The girl jumps up from her seat and hurriedly puts her dishes away, followed by Peter and Gwen, 
who are much more sluggish. 


“How does she have that much energy?” Gwen complains as Peter gets his schoolwork together. 
Peter shrugs. “She’s a kid, kids are energetic.” 

Before they know it, they’re being dragged out the front door by a hyperactive nine-year-old. 
“Hurry up! We’ll miss the books!” Peni’s frantic cries make Peter smile. 

“You don’t ‘miss’ books, Peni,” Harry groans. “That’s not how the library works.” 

Still, the group walks as fast as they can to the subway station, in hopes of appeasing the little girl. 


Despite his lack of sleep last night, Peter smiles deliriously as the escalator carries them down to 
the platform. “Are you ready, Peni? It’s almost time to get on the subway,” Peter announces, trying 
to match Peni’s juvinile excitement. 


“T know, genius. I’m nine, not stupid.” Peni sticks her tongue out at Peter, and he clutches his chest 
in shock. 


“Harry! You’ve poisoned this sweet child.” 


Gwen and Peni both erupt into giggles, and Harry flips him off. “At least I have a personality, 
asshole.” 


Dramatically, Peter claps his hands over Peni’s ears. “Language! Gosh, Harry...” 


He’s cut off as Peni squirms out of his grip, doubling over in laughter. 


“You swear in front of her just as much as any of us! Don’t even try-” 
“The train!” 


Both boys whirl around to see that their train has arrived, and the group scrambles to get aboard 
before the doors close. 


Witnessing his foster siblings in a rare moment of joy spurs Peter to make an unexpected offer. 
“Do you guys want to meet for ice cream when we’re done at the library? I have some extra cash 
coming in from the essays, I can pay.” 


Gwen and Harry look at him in confusion, but Peni’s eyes light up. 
Seeing Peni’s expression, Gwen sighs and admits, “that sounds pretty fun.” 
“Sure,” Harry concedes. “Sounds good to me.” 


They fall into a comfortable silence for the rest of the ride, until they get to the stop near the 
library. 


“Good luck, Harry!” Peter exclaims as they leave, patting his foster brother on the back. You got 
this!” Harry gives him a small smile as Peni drags Peter off of the subway. 


“Robots!” 
Gwen chuckles, grasping Peni’s little hand in her own. 
Once they actually enter the library, there’s no controlling her. 


Peni tears her hand away from Gwens, and sprints excitedly toward the help desk,“Do you have 
any books about robots? If you don’t, ’m okay with books about rocks, bugs, or birds in that 
order.” 


Gwen turns to Peter and mouths “bugs?” before hurrying over to where Peni was terrorizing the 
poor lady at the desk, leaving Peter to find them a table. 


Luckily for them, Peter’s favorite table in the back is available. 


He spreads his schoolwork over the table, and is about to get to work when Peni comes bounding 
over to him with an armful of books. “The nice lady gave me books about robots, rocks, bugs, 
AND birds! And then she showed me where the kids section is so I can find whatever books I 
want!” 


Gwen smiles, sliding down into the seat next to Peter. “She sure did! Do you want to go there 
now?” 


Peni nods quickly and scurries back the way she came, leaving her pile of books on the table in 
front of Gwen. 


Peter smiles, a warm feeling flooding his chest at the sight of his foster sister’s happiness. 


“She knows there’s a fifteen book limit on library cards here, right?” Gwen asks, eyeing the pile of 
books in front of her. 


Peter scoffs. “We can just use both of our cards. She’s having a good time.” 


“Okay, but you’re in charge of making sure she returns them all on time. I’m not paying those 
fines.” 


Peter nods before going back to his work, making a mental note to slip some books about spiders, 
chemistry, robotics, and potentially physics into Peni’s stack for himself. 


He works for a solid few minutes, but there’s something digging at Peter’s brain, making it 
impossible for him to concentrate on the essay in front of him. 


“Has Peni seemed weird to you since seeing her dad?” 


Peter’s unexpected question causes Gwen to arch an eyebrow. “Not really, has she seemed weird to 
you?” 


“T mean-” He had to take a few seconds to gather his thoughts, because to be honest, there was no 
logical explanation for his strange feeling. 


He figures it’s just hard to convince himself that not all adults in the world are like Skip or Ross. 


“Like, the robot thing,” Peter tries. “Since when does she like robots? You know her dad builds 
robots, what if he’s making her feel like she has to impress him to be worthy of love?” 


Gwen sighs. “Or she just looks up to him, Peter. You know he travels all the way from Japan for 
visitation, and he’s looking to adopt. Don’t you think he loves her?” 


“T guess...” 


Peter trails off as the girl in question emerges from the kids section, holding yet another armful of 
books. 


“Hey, Pen?” Gwen pipes up as the stack of books is placed carefully next to the one already on the 
table. “You wanna sit down for a second?” 


Peni furrows her brows in confusion, but slides into the chair across from Gwen. 

“Your dad is nice to you, right? You like him?” Peter freezes at the question. 

Peni nods her head slowly. “Yeah? I like my dad.” 

“Ts that why you wanted robot books?” Peter asks. “Because you want to be like your dad?” 


Gwen and Peter both stare expectantly at Peni, but the girl shrugs. “I just like robots. They’ re 
cool.” 


Peter smiles. “That’s good, baby. You can like whatever you want.” 
Gwen looks over at him with a strange expression, but Peter ignores it. 


“Yeah, I know,” Peni states simply. “I also like rocks, bugs, birds, mushrooms, space, dinosaurs, 
and snails. Oh, and ice cream.” She shoots Peter a sly smile. 


Peter chuckles. “We can go in a little bit, Gwen and I still have stuff to do.” 


“You would feel happy if you got to live with your dad, right?” Gwen asks quickly, awkwardly 
bringing the subject back to Peni. “If he adopted you, you wouldn’t feel scared even if it meant you 
had to move away to live with him? Even if you guys have to go live in Japan?” 


Peni shakes her head. “I’d miss you guys, but...” She trails off, obviously unsure of how to phrase 
her answer in a way that wouldn’t be hurtful to her foster siblings. 


Gwen smiles kindly at her. “No, Peni, that’s good. We want you to be happy.” 
Peni hums in agreement before grabbing the top book from her stack, settling into her chair to read. 
“We missed you at the GSA soup kitchen volunteer event last weekend.” 


Ned mentions it casually, but the mention of the soup kitchen makes it feel like Peter’s being 
consumed by a wave of guilt, leaving him to drown in a flood of unwanted memories. 


“Tm sorry. I was just... busy.” 


“Oh. Well, we’re volunteering there after school for the next three days, maybe you can come to 
one of those?” Ned tries to act nonchalant, but Peter can see how much it means to him. 


For a second, Peter almost says yes. Ross doesn’t control what he does, and so what if he doesn’t 
approve of this event? Peter shouldn’t let that stop him from helping people. Why should the 
public image of an asshole in a position of power matter more than his best friend’s happiness? 


The more rational side of him thinks that directly disobeying Ross’s order, especially when Ross is 
so stressed at work, might not be the best idea that Peter’s ever had. 


“T can’t, Ned. I’m so sorry, I just can’t. I really wish I could, just...” 
Ned nods, and Peter feels terrible. 

He’s such a terrible person. 

“We should definitely hang out soon, though. I miss you guys so much.” 


Ned’s eyebrows furrow like he’s lost in thought before he finally starts, “I mean, I know you don’t 
have to do GSA stuff just because you’ re bi, but it really feels like you’ re avoiding it. It’s fine if 
you are, just- you know you can tell me if something’s wrong, right?” 


That hits Peter where it hurts. Before he can think of an answer, though, he’s suppressing a flinch 
as a rough arm is thrown around his shoulders. 


“Penis! How’s that physics essay coming?” Peter tries to pull himself away from Flash’s grip, but 
the boy’s grip around his shoulders only tightens. 


For a split second, he considers pulling away for real. He could easily throw Flash across the room, 
and the temptation to do so is strong. 


Instead, he takes a breath. “Do you have my thirty-five dollars?” 
“Thirty-five for one essay? Are you kidding me? Best I can do is twenty.” 


Peter tries his best not to let Flash’s cold tone bother him. “It’s thirty-five, Flash,” Peter says in a 
bored tone. “It was thirty-five last time I wrote an essay for you, and it will be thirty-five next time 
as well.” 


Flash finally lets Peter go, and the boy unconsciously moves his arms to cover the areas that Flash 


had just touched. “C’ mon, friends and family discount?” 


“We’re far from friends, Flash. If you’re too broke to pay, just say so.” It hurts Peter to play the 
‘poor’ card, seeing how he was doing homework for money, but it never fails to get Flash to pay 


up. 


“Fine,” Flash grumbles, digging through his pockets for the cash, ‘accidentally’ pulling out a 
hundred dollar bill before handing over the correct amount. “Only because I had to go to academic 
decathlon practice instead of doing the essay. Luckily for you, my schedule is way too full with 
rigorous academic opportunities for me to have time to do busywork.” 


“Lucky me,” Peter snorts as he watches Flash walk away. “You know, it’s not easy to write seven 
essays about the same topic. Does he not understand how difficult it is to change the information 
enough that it looks like someone else wrote it, but not so much that it’s no longer factually 
correct?” 


“What an asshole,” Ned agrees. “Also, why does he just have a hundred dollars lying around? 
What could he possibly need that for?” 


Peter shrugs. “Drugs?” he offers as a possible explanation, only half-joking. 
Ned chuckles. “That’s probably it.” 
Peter only feels a little bit bad about breaking into Midtown Tech in the middle of the night. 


Yeah, using spare parts to make awesome devices that shoot an even more awesome fluid that he 
made out of spare chemicals is technically stealing, but Peter doesn’t want to think about it. 


Besides, he’s learning. He pays tuition, so technically it’s okay. 


Well, he’s on a scholarship, but he got that scholarship fair and square. Plus, Peter figures, Gwen 
had been cheated out of a scholarship because they never even processed her application the first 
time around, instead saying that ‘all the scholarships are in use for this school year’ and that “her 
application will be on the top of the pile for next year’s applications.’ 


That’s basically theft, in Peter’s opinion. So that means it’s okay for him to borrow things for his 
webs and web shooters. 


Considering his actions to be acceptably rationalized, Peter grabs the vials of successful web fluid 
and the prototypes for the web shooters and slips out of a window, being careful to keep an eye out 
for cameras on his way out. 


With that, like a child on his way to play with a new toy he had just gotten for Christmas, Peter 
was off. 


To be honest, he was just praying that the webs would have the tensile strength to hold him. 


Tentatively, Peter adjusts his mask and shoots a web toward the wall of a nearby building, and he 
grins wildly where it hits exactly where he’d been aiming for. 


He gives it a sharp tug, and it doesn’t come off. 


Perfect. 


Then, he grabs one end in each hand, and pulls as hard as he physically can. 
Still nothing. Peter laughs loudly, amazed that his research had actually paid off. 
That’s when Peter has a wild idea. 


Against his better judgement, he shoots one web from each wrist, securing each web to the side of 
the same building. After taking a cleansing breath, Peter closes his eyes and tugs on each web as 
hard as he can, and he’s launched into the air. 


It’s the most freeing sensation that Peter’s felt in his entire life. All of his problems are nothing, 
and there is only him. 


That’s when it occurs to him that he’s falling, diving toward the ground at a bone-breaking 
velocity. 


Without thinking, he shoots a web at another building. Peter waits for it to hit, and transfers his 
weight, allowing himself to swing. 


If he’d thought going up was a freeing experience, swinging is complete and total liberation from 
all of life’s problems. 


The wind rushing against his face makes Peter grin, yelling in joy. 


He’s free. He’s- it doesn’t even feel like he’s Peter anymore. He’s someone completely different, 
flying through the air, unafraid of the fact that he could fall to the ground at any moment. 


Suddenly, Peter hears screams coming from a nearby alley. 
He quickly changes direction, launching himself in the direction that the screams are coming from. 


“Let’s do this, Spider-Man.” 
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Chapter 4 


Chapter Notes 
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The recent addition of webs to Peter’s arsenal of party tricks only increases the frequency of 
Spider-Man’s patrols. 


To his surprise, Spider-Man ends up becoming pretty popular among the public, to the point where 
people stop him on the street while he’s patrolling and ask if ‘the Spider-Guy from YouTube’ 
could do a flip. Being somewhat well-known actually works in Peter’s favor, since people know 
that they can come to him for help. 


Of course, not everyone is ecstatic about the new vigilante. One man in particular, J.J. Jameson 
from the Daily Bugle, dislikes him especially. Peter knows that not everyone is going to end up 
liking him, but it still stings to hear the man rant about how Spider-Man is a ‘villian’ and is 
‘terrorizing the citizens of New York City.’ 


It honestly terrifies Peter that the comments will probably get even worse when Ross finally comes 
home and he’II have to be selective about when he patrols. 


He doesn’t even want to think about what the man’s reaction would be if he ever caught Peter 
sneaking out in the middle of the night. 


Peter takes a breath, trying to push the worry away. Ross still isn’t home, and he’d had a pretty 
good day. He finished the essays, and was now two hundred dollars richer. 


Of course, that money would most likely be spent solely on food if Ross didn’t come home soon, 
but Peter tries not to think about that. There are better things to think about, like how he just aced 
his algebra test, and how he found a perfectly good DVD player just lying in a dumpster. 


Peter smiles to himself as he walks down the street toward the house, DVD player tucked securely 
under his arm. Overall, a pretty great day. 


He continues to the house, doing a double take as he notices the fancy car parked outside. It’s so 
expensive that Peter doesn’t even know what kind of car it is. Maybe it’s the neighbor’s? 


Shrugging to himself, Peter opens the front door, plopping his backpack down on the nearest 
surface and calling, “Gwen! Come check out this insane car outside.” 


She doesn’t respond, so Peter figures she must not be home. “Harry? Peni?” 


That’s when the thought occurred to him that Ross could be home. What if he has just gotten home 
from days of hard work and Peter just waltzes into the house, yelling like an idiot? He’s so stupid-” 


Peter’s racing thoughts screech to a halt when he hears Gwen clear her throat from the couch. 
He turns to look at her, but when he does, he locks eyes with Tony Stark. 


Peter’s heart practically bursts out of his chest. “What are you- what? Gwen?” He looks to Gwen 
for help, completely overwhelmed. The girl just shrugs, looking to be equally overwhelmed as a 
wide-eyed Peni clutched her hand, anxious about the strange man in her living room. 


“T’m here about the grant,” Tony announces smoothly, glancing over at Peter. 


Peter’s brows furrow. “The- the grant? Like, the internship?” He tries his best to calm his heart 
rate, but if Tony is actually there about the internship, it would be a dream come true. 


Tony nods. “Yeah, the September Foundation. I reviewed your application, and you got it! 
Congratulations.” 


Gwen’s face matches the confusion that Peter feels at that statement. “Grant?” she mouths at him. 


There must have been a mistake, Peter figures. His application had ended up in the wrong office, 
that must be it. “I don’t think I-” 


His protests are cut off with a wink from Tony. “I mean... yes?” Peter’s altered response comes 
out as a question. 


“Awesome,” Tony smiles. “Now, if we could just go to your bedroom or somewhere that we could 
have a conversation-” 


“Does this grant... have money involved?” Peter asks, cutting off the billionaire. 


Maybe if he goes along with the man, he could use the grant money to buy materials for his web 
formula and stop stealing from his school. Is it still stealing if the money’s being offered to him by 
a billionaire? 


Tony’s eyebrow arches. “Yes, I’d say it’s fairly well-funded. Now, bedroom?” 


Peter nods, about to lead the man to his bedroom when Gwen’s mouth opens in protest. Instead of 
speaking, however, she beckons him over to her. 


“Harry’s asleep in the bedroom,” she whispers in his ear after he complies with her nonverbal 
request. 


“ll kick him out,” Peter responds quietly before turning to lead Tony Stark to his bedroom. 
What is his life? 


They walk down the hallway in awkward silence, but Peter’s still stuck on what he should do. Is it 
wrong to lie and take the money? If he does lie, does that mean he won’t get the internship? 


“Okay,” Peter’s voice is shaky as he reaches out for the doorknob. “TI just- need a minute to do 
something really quick.” 


The man doesn’t answer, so Peter goes ahead and pushes the door open. He tries to ignore how 
Tony’s expression subtly changes when he sees Harry sleeping in one of the bunk beds, a Waffle 
House hat placed strategically over his eyes to block out the sunlight flooding in through the 
window. 


Peter sighs and turns on the light, rolling his eyes at the pitiful groan that the action evokes from 
Harry. “No, c’mon. Turn it off.” 


Harry shifts, and Peter catches sight of the Waffle House hat. “Oh my god, Harry, did you get your 
job back?” 


“Nope,” he replies in an artificially bright tone, not moving from his position on the bed. “T stole it 
after that bastard Jeremy fired me for being late. I wanted the one with the squirrel on it, but some 
shithead took it from my locker while I was getting fired! Can you believe that? The squirrel hat 
was the only good thing about working in that dump.” 


Peter doesn’t respond, praying that Harry would stop talking on his own, but he doesn’t. 


“Tf I ever have to see any of my bitchass coworkers ever again, I’m stabbing them all. It’s not 
homicide if they deserve it. Fuckers took my squirrel hat, I bet it was Amy...” Harry mutters, 
turning back over to try and go back to sleep. 


Peter glances over at Tony in horror, clearing his throat loudly and hoping that Harry would take 
the hint to stop threatening illegal activity. “Harry?” 


“What?” Harry asks, before sleepily removing the hat from his eyes, gasping at the sight that he is 
met with. “Holy shit. I mean- Peter? What the fuck?” 


Peter resists the urge to laugh at his foster brother’s sheer confusion. “I need the bedroom, can you 
go somewhere else?” 


Harry wordlessly gets up and leaves, giving Tony a weird look on his way out. 
“He’s... quite the character,” Tony comments, glancing around the room. 


Peter can’t help but feel defensive at Tony’s offhand comment. “What can I say? He really values 
his squirrel hat.” 


Tony nods in agreement, but doesn’t say anything. 


“So, the grant?” Peter asks, trying not to sound too eager about the prospect of money. If Ross isn’t 
back soon, there’s no telling how much he’!I have to spend on supplies and utilities, and Harry 
being unemployed definitely doesn’t help the matter. 


Anyway, he needs more supplies for Spider-Man. An upgrade to the suit is definitely in order, 
maybe he could make it a bit more high-tech, depending on how much the grant is actually for- 


“There’s no grant, kid,” Tony chuckles, making Peter’s cheeks heat up in embarrassment. 
“Oh,” he says dumbly, not knowing what else to do. 


“The real reason why I’m here,” the man says, digging through his jacket pockets for his phone, 
“Ys this.” 


Peter stares in horror as he watches himself on the screen, catching a car with a paper bag over his 
head. 


“That’s you, isn’t it?” Tony asks, although it’s really less of a question and more of a statement. 


“That’s not me,” Peter scrambles to explain. “I mean... that’s on YouTube, right? That’s all fake, 
it’s all video editing and stuff-” 


“Wow, look at you go,” Tony comments as he swipes to the next video, which is one of him 
swinging through the city. 


Peter wrings his hands together, trying to think of a way out of the situation. “That’s great, Mr. 
Stark, but that’s not me. You have no proof-” 


Peter watches in horror as the man feels around on the floor with his feet, seemingly looking for 
something. Once he finds it, he bends down, picks up a loose floorboard, and pulls out the Spider- 
Man suit. 


“T- that’s not mine.” 


Tony raises his eyebrows skeptically before turning his attention back to the suit. “This is basically 
just a sweatsuit, kid. Nothing like your webs, those are pretty cool. Who manufactures them?” 


“TI do,” Peter huffs, defeated. 


Tony hums, seemingly impressed, before holding the mask up to his face. “Can you even see in 
these?” he asks as he squints through the darkened eyeholes. 


“Yes!” Peter exclaims, lunging to grab the suit. “I can see in those. It’s like-” he takes a breath, 
trying to figure out how to explain his thought process. “I guess it’s like my senses have been 
dialed to eleven. Just- I can’t focus when there’s too much input.” 


“Hence the paper bag,” Tony nods in understanding. 
Peter cringes at the memory. “Well, that was more out of necessity than comfort.” 


“T see, so that time was more of a ‘in the right place at the right time’ thing. But, kid, I gotta 
know-” the man takes a seat on the edge of Peni’s bed, motioning for Peter to come sit next to him. 
“Why do you do it? Are you after money or something? Is that it?” 


Peter sighs, slumping down on the bed as far away from the man as possible. That’s not something 
he thought he’d ever have to explain to anyone. “I guess it’s just my responsibility,” Peter tries, 
pointedly ignoring the comment about money. 


Tony nods, but Peter can tell that he doesn’t actually understand, so he continues, “my Uncle Ben 
used to say that ‘with great power comes great responsibility.’ Like, I know he was talking about 
people in societal positions of power, but when I thought about it, it kind of applies to me here. If 
you can do the things that I do and you don’t, and then people get hurt, they get hurt because of 


” 


you. 


Peter takes a shaky breath, hoping that Mr. Stark understands the point that he’s trying to make. 
Maybe bringing up Ben wasn’t the best idea. Peter can feel his chest growing tighter by the 
second. 


“You’re looking out for the little guy,” Tony concludes. 
Peter nods. “Someone has to.” 
“Have you ever been to Germany?” Tony blurts out, stunning Peter. 


Germany? Why would they be going to Germany? Not trusting his voice, Peter shakes his head in 
response to Tony’s question. 


“Oh, you'll love it,” Tony promises as he stands up, clapping his hands together. “The Autobahn, 
all the sausage you could eat-” 


“Wait,” Peter cuts the man off. “I can’t go to Germany! I have...” Peter looks around the room, 
searching for an excuse. “I have homework,” he finishes lamely. 


Tony scoffs. “I’m just going to go ahead and pretend that you didn’t say that. Come on, we only 
have so much time, Ross gave me three days. Let’s go.” 


Peter panics as Tony makes for the door, and out of instinct, he webs the man’s hand to the 
doorknob. “You work with Secretary Ross? Like, the Secretary of State?” 


Tony slowly nods. “Yeah, kid. I work with a lot of government officials, what’s-” 


“You can’t tell him ’m Spider-Man. Or anyone else in the government.” Peter feels his entire body 
begin to shake. Ross can’t find out, that would be a nightmare. 


His grave tone is obviously perplexing to the man. “I mean, if you come with me, we can make 
sure to keep your identity a secret.” 


Peter’s torn. 


On one hand, he doesn’t want to go. It’s risky, and stupid, and he doesn’t even know what they’re 
doing. On the other hand, though, Mr. Stark knows his secret identity. One slip, and it was out. He 
has to protect himself, no matter the cost. 


“Okay,” Peter agrees, feeling almost as if he’s acting as his own executioner. “I'll go to Germany 
with you. Just- don’t tell anybody that I’m... you know.” 


Tony nods. “Alright, now are you going to get this stuff off of me or not?” 

Peter scrambles to find a vial of web solvent, the feeling of dread in his gut only growing. 
“T don’t understand.” 

Gwen stares at him, brows furrowed, obviously not believing a word of Peter’s story. 


“T’m sorry! I know it’s super short notice, but I really do have to go,” Peter chokes out. Peni looks 
up at him from where she’s clinging to his leg, and Peter rubs her back in what he hopes is a 
soothing manner. “Mr. Stark said I should go to this team bonding retreat, and I think it will be a 
great opportunity for me to get to know some other interns at SI,” Peter says, repeating the answer 
that Tony had told him to use. 


Harry frowns. “Surely they’re supposed to give you more notice. I mean, who shows up at 
someone’s house and expects them to be ready to leave in an hour with no warning?” 


“T must have missed an email or something.” 
Even Peni arches an eyebrow at that. It’s times like these where Peter curses his inability to lie. 


“Listen.” Peter’s tone grows serious as his hand stills on Peni’s back. “If Ross comes home before 
I’m back, don’t tell him ’'m with Mr. Stark. Just say I’m staying at Ned’s or something.” 


Confusion bleeds into Gwen’s expression, but before she can protest, Peter looks into her eyes and 
continues. “I left some cash in the closet. It’s not that much, but if you guys run out of groceries, 
use it to pay for my share.” 


Gwen nods, obviously still unsure about the situation. “Are you sure you want to go? You don’t 
seem very enthusiastic.” 


“T want to.” Peter forces a smile. “It’s a great opportunity.” 
“Alright, have fun,” Harry says in a questioning tone. 


Peter feels tears begin to pool in his eyes as Peni refuses to let go of his leg. Clutching the trash bag 
containing his clothes and suit, Peter gently pulls her away. “It’s okay, Peni. I’m only going to be 
gone for a few days.” 


“Okay.” Peni’s voice is watery, but she doesn’t try to cling onto him, so Peter counts it as a win. 


“T really have to go, Mr. Stark’s driver is waiting for me.” He fights to keep his voice steady as he 
heads to the door, waving goodbye to Peni as he goes. 


Peter’s apprehension only grows as he leaves the relative safety of the house. Peter really isn’t fond 
of telling someone else his secret identity, but Tony has other things to do. 


“Peter?” the man standing outside of the sleek black car asks, eyeing the trash bag full of clothes 
that he’s carrying. 


Peter nods. “Yeah. And you're...” 
“You can call me Happy.” 
Happy doesn’t seem all that happy. Peter wonders if the nickname is sarcastic. 


Peter slides into the car, and they settle into an uncomfortable silence as Happy pulls out of Ross’s 
driveway. 


After a few minutes go by and neither of them say a word, Peter caves. “So, Happy. Where does 
the name come from?” 


Instead of answering, the man rolls up the partition between the front and back seats of the car. 


Peter spends the rest of the car ride staring out the window and rethinking his life decisions. The 
city is mesmerizing as it flies past him, and before Peter knows it, they’re at an airport in the 
middle of nowhere. 


Happy opens the door for him, and suddenly, Peter feels bad for the man. It’s not his job to escort 
teenagers around. 


The realization puts a slight damper on his mood, but the second they step outside and Peter sees 
the plane, all semblance of his happiness crumbles. 


Peter’s about to get into a plane and fly to another country for a reason that he doesn’t really know. 
Tony said something about Captain America going rogue, which sounds similar to what Ross 
described at breakfast the day he left. 


He has no details, though. 


All Peter can focus on is the plane. The metallic bird that seemed simultaneously way too small 
and monstrously large, which will most definitely plunge into the ocean and kill him- 


“Are you okay, kid?” Peter flinches at the unexpected hand on his shoulder, whirling around to 
meet Happy’s eyes. 


“T’m fine,” Peter chokes out, trying not to look at the plane. 


Happy doesn’t look impressed. “What is it, is this your first time on a private jet or something? It’s 
just like a regular plane but you’ re there by yourself.” 


“This is my first time on any plane.” Peter cringes at how pitiful his tone is, but to be honest, it’s a 
struggle just to get his breathing under control enough to choke out an answer. 


Happy clicks his tongue. “Well, time to get going.” 
Suddenly, Peter’s legs are jelly. “I can’t,” he whispers. “I’m sorry, please-” 


He doesn’t know what he can say without making himself sound crazy. ‘Please don’t make me get 
on that thing, I don’t want to end up at the bottom of the ocean with my parents?’ That doesn’t 
sound like the kind of thing that he should say to a complete stranger. 


“T just need a second,” Peter assures an impatient Happy, who checks his watch and shakes his 
head. 


“We need to go.” 


Peter sucks a quick breath through his teeth before forcing himself to stumble up the stairs and into 
the death trap that is the small airplane. 


He feels like screaming as he fastens his seatbelt. Is this how his parents felt before- 


Peter’s head shoots up as the engine starts, and a horrendous grating noise starts coming from 
seemingly everywhere. “Is it supposed to sound like that?” 


Happy rolls his eyes and turns his attention back to his newspaper. 
Peter tries his best not to cry when the plane takes off. 
Peter’s pretty out of it once they actually get to Germany. 


Happy checks them both into a hotel, but as far as Peter can see, they’re the only ones there. Of 
course, Peter’s never actually stayed in a hotel before, so maybe the people are in their rooms or 
something. 


He’s not really sure how hotels work. 
“What are we doing here?” 


Peter’s surprised by his own question as it comes out of his mouth, so he can’t blame Happy for 
doing a double take. “What do you mean? You’re here to fight Captain America. I’m here to make 
sure you don’t do anything stupid.” 


“Yeah, but why am I fighting Captain America? What did he do that’s so dangerous?” Peter’s 
whispered question makes Happy groan. 


They step into the elevator, and Peter’s palms start to sweat. Being trapped in an enclosed space 
with an agitated man isn’t exactly his definition of a good time. 


“T’m not authorized to answer that question, but the boss said he’ll come and chat with you 
tomorrow morning. Ask him.” 


Peter nods, breathing a silent sigh of relief when the elevator doors finally slide back open. 
The relief immediately disintegrates when he realizes what’s happening. 


He’s in a hotel building with a stranger. How do hotels even work? Is it normal for strangers to 
share a hotel room? 


Peter feels himself break into a cold sweat at that thought. Would he be expected to share a 
bedroom with Happy? Hotel rooms seem expensive, so it’s totally possible that they’re together to 
cut the cost- 


“Here we are,” Happy announces coldly. 


A wave of relief crashes over Peter when he realizes that Happy’s handing him his own room key. 
“We’re neighbors!” Peter exclaims, trying to keep the relief out of his voice. 


Happy’s eyebrow raises. “We’re sure as hell not roommates.” 
Without another word, Happy enters his room, leaving Peter in the hallway by himself. 
He stands there for a few seconds before finally letting himself into the room. 


Peter’s jaw drops as he takes in the sheer size of the room. It’s probably at least three times the size 
of the bedroom he shares with his foster siblings. 


Making a mental note to tell Gwen about the ridiculous size of everything, Peter flops down onto 
the oversized bed. Hell, he and his three foster siblings could probably share the hotel room 
comfortably. 


Peter understands that Tony Stark is a billionaire, but it doesn’t stop him from wondering why he 
got an entire room to himself. 


Not that he wants to share with Happy, of course. Just the idea of being that close to the man while 
unconscious makes phantom hands rub up and down Peter’s body, which makes him feel like 
clawing his own skin off. 


‘What’s wrong, Einstein? I thought you liked games.’ 


Peter shoots up, unable to stay on the bed anymore. He tries to assure himself that it’s okay, that 
Happy would never do anything like that, but he can’t get the horrible voice inside his head to shut 
up once it starts talking. 


He needs a distraction. Anything to think about that isn’t the man next door. 


Peter pulls his phone out of his pocket, and is relieved to see that the hotel has WiFi. Immediately 
going to google, he types the keywords “Ross Captain America Winter Soldier,’ piecing together 
the bits of information that he knew about the situation. 


If Happy can’t tell him what’s going on, he’ Il just figure it out himself. 


He’s horrified with what he sees. The first link goes directly to an article about the Sokovia 
Accords, which apparently, would force Peter to reveal his identity. 


He tries to read further, but he’s shaking so hard that he can’t. 


He can’t reveal his identity. Ross would either make him stop or try to arrest him, and Peter can’t 


decide which is worse. 


Peter feels his head start to spin, and he automatically goes to his contacts and presses the one that 
reads ‘Gwen,’ holding his phone up to his ear and letting out a slow breath, trying to calm himself 
down. 


Please pick up, please pick up- 
“Peter?” 


Gwen picks up after the fourth ring, and Peter has to blink away tears of relief. “Gwen. I’m sorry, I 
just-” 


Peter takes another breath to calm himself. “Are you okay? You sound-” 


“like shit,” Peter finishes for her, letting out a humorless chuckle. “I know. I’m just kind of 
freaking out. I don’t know if coming here was a good decision.” 


“Are you in danger?” 


Peter startles at the sheer panic embedded in Gwen’s question. “No, I’m fine. Just... having some 
second thoughts. How are things at home?” 


“As good as they ever are.” Gwen’s answer is short, but Peter can hear the smile in her voice. 


“How’s Peni dealing with her favorite foster brother being gone?” Peter asks, smiling at his own 
joke. 


Gwen snorts. “I don’t know, she’s growing pretty fond of Harry...” 


“Lies!” Peter exclaims. “Can I talk to her? I need to make sure my spot as favorite brother is 
secured.” 


The pause on Gwen’s end only fills Peter with more anxiety. 
“She’s at a meeting with the social worker,” Gwen finally says, doing little to put Peter at ease. 
“What? There wasn’t anything scheduled for today, was there?” 


“No,” Gwen assures him, familiar with how much Peter hates forgetting things. “I don’t know 
what’s going on.” 


Peter nods, silently trying to figure out an explanation. 
“Anyway,” she continues, “Is everything okay over there? Do you need anything from me?” 


“No, I’m fine.” The words are firm, but it’s clear to both of them that he’s trying to convince 
himself they’re true just as much as he’s trying to convince Gwen. “I just wanted to check in, say hi 
and stuff.” 


“Isn’t it the middle of the night there?” Gwen suddenly asks in an accusing tone. 


When Peter looks over to check the clock on the nightstand, he sees that Gwen is right. “Huh, I 
guess it is.” 


“Idiot,” she says fondly. “Go to sleep.” 


She hangs up, and Peter tries to comply with her request, he really does. 


He just can’t tear his attention away from the sound of Happy’s even breathing from the other 
room, putting him on-edge and making him wait for something that’s never going to come. 


“Skip’s gone. He’s never coming back.” He whispers the shaky affirmation that he’s told himself 
way too many times since that part of his life, rolling over in the uncomfortably soft bed and trying 
his best to get some sleep. 
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Peter jerks awake at the sound of someone knocking on his door. 


Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, Peter rolls out of bed, expecting his visitor to be Happy telling 
him that it’s time to go. 


Instead, when he opens the door, Peter’s met with the sight of Tony Stark leaning against the 
doorframe. 


“Morning, kid. We’re heading out in a little bit, so I figured that now’s as good a time as any for us 
to have a chat.” 


Peter immediately regrets the fact that he lacked the foresight to change out of his wrinkled t-shirt 
and sweats before opening the door. 


Disregarding Peter’s obvious apprehension, Tony pushes past him and takes a seat on the end of 
his bed. “I did some digging.” 


Peter stares blankly at the man, digging around in his brain for any potential secrets he could be 
keeping from the man. 


“How was I not aware that Ross is your foster parent?” The man’s question sounds strangely 
accusing. 


Peter’s brows furrow at the man’s surprise. Yeah, he didn’t tell Mr. Stark what his relationship to 
Ross is outright, but Peter didn’t think it was that important. 


To be honest, he’s more concerned about the fact that the billionaire had evidently researched him. 


Peter studies the man’s face, trying to figure out what he found. Is his forced smile a product of 
reading about how he was orphaned twice, or is he thinking about the bullshit records from Peter’s 
first group home that painted him as some kind of hardened thug? 


“Tt’s not an issue or anything. Actually, I’m kinda relieved.” 


“What?” Peter can’t keep the question from slipping out, but what the fuck? Why would he be 
relieved?” 


“T mean,” the man starts, searching for the right words to say. “Happy was saying you don’t seem 
too sure about the Accords. I figured, since Ross is pushing them so hard, it’s only natural that 
you’d agree, right?” 


Peter blinks in confusion. “Ross is pushing the accords? I mean, I knew he was working on that 
kind of stuff, but he has a big role in this specifically?” 


“A big role,” Tony snorts in amusement. “Kid, he’s the one who gave me three days to arrest 
Captain America.” 


Peter’s stomach drops. Maybe he’s just holding a grudge against the man, but for some reason, the 
fact that Ross is behind whatever’s going on makes him skeptical that they’ re on the right side. 
“This is all because Secretary Ross says you have to arrest Captain America?” 


Tony frowns. “I mean, he’s harboring a terrorist. Yeah, the time constraint isn’t that great, but I 
want to get this over with just as much as anyone else.” 


Peter files the terrorist comment away for later. If the Winter Soldier is actually a terrorist, why 
would Captain America think he’s not? 


“What are the accords?” he finds himself asking instead of the terrorist question, which he’s still 
turning over in his head. 


Tony takes a deep breath before answering, “I mean, it’s complicated. Basically, it’s a way for the 
Avengers to be held accountable for the collateral damage we cause.” 


“That’s not what I read online.” Peter winces at his own accusing tone, but continues anyway. “Is 
there really a clause that says all enhanced individuals will have to be registered with the 
government?” 


Tony’s eyebrows raise in surprise. “I mean, yeah. Again, it’s for the sake of the public.” 


The silence that ensues is deafening. Peter wants nothing more than to just agree, and go about 
their business. Whatever it takes to stay on the man’s good side. After all, Tony is his only way 
back home. 


He just can’t avoid the dread pooling in his gut, and the way his entire being seems to scream that 
what’s happening isn’t right. 


“There are plenty of harmless enhanced people. Do you have a way of protecting us from 
persecution?” 


Tony visibly winces at Peter’s use of the word ‘us.’ “Sacrifices have to be made for the greater 
good-” 


“They’re not your sacrifices to make!” Peter exclaims, surprising himself yet again. “This- you 
don’t understand. This could ruin my life, along with the lives of countless others!” 


“Don’t be so selfish. There are dead people that would still be alive if these accords had been in 
place sooner.” The tension in the room only grows with Tony’s response, and Peter feels like he’s 
about to cry. 


“How many people that are alive now will be dead when the Accords are in place?” Peter’s 
whispered question makes Tony’s face grow even redder, and he shrinks away from the man. 


“Barnes bombed the United Nations,” the man exclaims. “My friends could have died! Don’t you 
at least see why he has to be stopped, regardless of your stance on the accords?” 


Peter pauses, choosing his words carefully. “Did you ask Captain America why he thinks the 
Winter Soldier’s innocent? He must have probable cause if he’s going to such lengths-” 


“Ross says he’s guilty! There’s even talk of waiving Barnes’ trial and putting him straight into the 


Raft because he’s so dangerous. Isn’t that enough for you?” 


Peter shakes his head, unwilling to voice his reasoning for why that was most definitely not enough 
for him. 


What’s he supposed to say? ‘Ross is an asshole who will do anything and use anyone to help 
himself get ahead, so it’s not unlikely that he’s acting out of his own self-interest’? 


“This... doesn’t seem so black and white,” Peter tries nervously, regarding the man’s angry 
expression with caution. “I don’t know for sure that you’re wrong, but I don’t know for sure that 
you’re right, either.” 


“T am right,” Tony assures him. “Why would I put so much on the line if I didn’t know that ’'m 
right about this?” 


Peter has to hold back his urge to roll his eyes at the man’s sheer arrogance. “Captain America 
could say the exact same thing.” 


“He’s wrong!” Tony exclaims. “He just thinks he’s right. That’s what makes him so dangerous.” 


“Aren’t you equally dangerous?” The question is shaky, but once Peter starts talking, he can’t stop 
himself. “I don’t know enough about this to get involved. You tell me that you’re right, but how do 
I know for sure? You’ re acting like this is simple, but the only thing that’s actually clear is the fact 
that this situation is extremely unclear.” 


“Come on, kid,” Tony sighs. “You can’t just trust me here?” 
Peter slowly shakes his head. 


The thing is, if it were just Mr. Stark, he might be able to. However, the fact that Ross is pushing 
so hard in Tony’s favor is a red flag that Peter can’t bring himself to ignore. 


The man pinches the bridge of his nose in irritation. “You’re being serious? You come all the way 
out here just to tell me at the last second that you’re backing out?” 


Guilt pumps through Peter’s body at the accusation, but it’s not enough to get him to change his 
mind. “Yeah, I guess so.” 


“Last call. Fight with the best of the best, help me out, and kick some supersoldier ass, or sit here 
alone in the hotel room until it’s time to go home.” 


“Hotel room,” Peter whispers. 


Tony’s eyebrows raise, but he doesn’t push anymore. “Okay, kid. Have a nice life, Happy will take 
you home later.” 


Peter nods in acknowledgement as the man leaves the hotel room, in a drastically worse mood than 
when he came. 


He doesn’t exactly regret his decision, but during the long hours that he’s waiting for Happy to 
come and take him home, Peter can’t help but wonder if he’d made the wrong choice. 


Peter doesn’t even try to make conversation with Happy on the ride back. The man is typing 
frantically on his phone the entire time, and Peter isn’t sure if it’s because Colonial Rhodes might 


be dead or because Captain America got away. 


Of course, he has no idea if his presence would have changed that outcome, but the ‘what if? 
hanging over both of their heads does nothing to make the jet ride back any less awkward. 


Peter can’t help but breathe a sigh of relief when the car finally pulls up in front of his house. After 
that experience, he’s not sure that he’ll ever get on a plane again. 


“Thanks for the ride,” Peter mutters awkwardly as he steps out of the car, legs shaky from the long 
journey. 


Happy ignores him and drives away the second the door is closed, and honestly, Peter can’t blame 
him. 


At least he can finally go home and put the whole fiasco behind him. Peter just hopes that Captain 
America’s escape was enough to keep Ross from getting home before him. 


Peter carefully opens the door, trash bag full of his belongings slung over his shoulder. “Gwen?” he 
whispers, not wanting to alert Ross to his presence if the man is actually home. 


He shuts the door behind himself, carefully pulling it closed so it doesn’t make a sound. Peter’s 
eyes dart around the small house, looking for his foster siblings, but nobody’s there. 


“Harry?” Peter allows his voice to grow a little bit louder as he slowly walks through the house, 
stopping in his tracks when he sees an unfamiliar figure peering up at him from the couch. The boy 
looks a few years younger than him and Gwen, so maybe he’s one of Gwen’s friends from school? 


“Who the fuck are you?” 


The question comes out harsher than Peter intends, and the boy’s eyebrows shoot up in confusion. 
“I- ’m Miles,” he chokes out. 


Peter frowns. “What are you doing here? Are you friends with Gwen?” 
Miles shakes his head. “My social worker brought me here this morning. A spot opened up, so-” 


“You’re a foster kid?” Peter’s too busy worrying about the implications of Miles’s statement. A 
spot opened up? That can’t be right, none of the kids are supposed to leave, unless- 


Peter’s jaw drops in horror. “That was my spot. I- I’m right here!” 


Miles opens his mouth, but nothing comes out. 


“We have to call your social worker! I mean, there’s just not enough room-” Peter cuts himself off 
when he realizes what he’s saying. Miles already moved in, it was Peter’s fault for being gone for 
so long. He can’t just kick the poor kid to the curb. 


“Peter?” 


The sound of Gwen’s voice makes him breathe an involuntary sigh of relief. “Gwen! I- Ross gave 
my spot away? What’s going on?” 


Gwen’s brows furrow in confusion. “Peter...” she starts slowly, eyes darting between Peter and 
Miles. “He’s not replacing you, he’s replacing Peni.” 


Peter’s stomach drops. “What happened to Peni?” he whispers, fearing the worst. 


“Calm down! She’s fine, her dad got custody.” 
Relief washes over Peter. “Oh! That’s amazing.” His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. 


After a few seconds of silence, Peter voices the question that’s nagging him. “Was she... upset that 
I wasn’t here to say goodbye to her?” 


Gwen shoots him a sympathetic glance. “She’ll be okay.” 
Peter smiles, but before he can respond, Miles cuts in. 
“T’m sorry.” 


Peter frowns, glancing over at Gwen to see if she knows what Miles is talking about, but she’s 
equally clueless. 


“About taking this girl’s--Peni’s--spot here. I really didn’t mean to do anything wrong, I just- I’m 
not familiar with how these things work,” Miles clarifies. 


Peter’s mouth flies open, horrified that he could have caused this poor boy to feel like he’s done 
something wrong. “No! She’s fine, it’s good that she’s with her dad now, it was just a shock to find 
out like this. You’re good.” 


Peter’s heart almost bursts at the way that Miles visibly deflates at the affirmation that he hasn’t 
done anything wrong. 


“This is his first foster home,” Gwen explains gently. “Miles, it’s fine.” 


“Okay,” Miles nods. He doesn’t offer any more information about why he was in the system, but 
Peter immediately feels terrible. It’s more than likely that he’d recently been through something 
traumatic, and he had just yelled at the poor kid for something he couldn’t control. 


Peter smiles, desperate to assure the boy that everything’s okay. “I hope you’re a heavy sleeper, 
Harry snores like a fucking foghorn.” 


The tension in the air dissolves as the trio breaks down in laughter, not noticing when the boy in 
question walks through the front door with an armful of groceries. ““What’s so funny?” 


The confusion on his foster brother’s face only makes Peter laugh louder as he replies, “the fact 
that sleeping in the bunk above you makes it feel like there’s a literal earthquake.” 


It takes Harry a few seconds to register what Peter’s talking about, but when he finally does, he 
chuckles. “I don’t even snore that loud, asshole. At least I didn’t break the fucking refridgerator.” 


The reminder of that event makes Peter’s stomach sink, but Gwen’s giggles only become more 
violent as Miles asks, “the refrigerator?” in an amused tone. 


“That was one time! I fixed it, too, so Ross didn’t even care that much.” 


Peter’s exclamation immediately makes Harry and Gwen freeze in place. “Fuck, Peter...” Gwen 
starts, a gentle expression on her face. 


“Ross is pissed at you,” Harry states pointedly as he puts the groceries away. 


Peter feels his stomach fill with dread. “He came back?” 


Gwen chuckles humorlessly. “Yeah, he had to be here for Peni’s social worker.” 
“T guess she’s one of the ones that he hasn’t bribed yet,” Harry deadpans from the kitchen. 


Peter’s about to make another joke, but when he takes notice of the fear in Miles's expression, he 
softens. “It’s fine, not a big deal.” 


Gwen quirks her brow, about to respond when she catches sight of Miles and suddenly understands 
why Peter was trying to underplay his fear of Ross. “Yeah, you’ll be fine.” Her assurance is 
directed at Peter, but they both know it’s more for Miles. 


Beneath his calm facade, Peter’s freaking out. Ross is probably already pissed about Captain 
America, so this isn’t going to be fun for him. “Is he home now?” 


Gwen shakes her head, filling Peter with relief. “He had to figure some stuff out at work, 
apparently Captain America did something.” 


“He'll be home tonight,” Harry warns him, placing a gentle hand on Peter’s arm. “We said you 
were at Ned’s, try to play along with that.” 


Peter nods, immensely grateful for Harry and Gwen. He seriously doesn’t know what he would do 
without them. 


“Do you want some cereal?” Peter’s question is sudden, and Miles’s brows furrow in confusion. 
“You said you got here this morning, and I know social workers can overlook food sometimes. If 
you’re hungry, I can get you some cereal.” 


Honestly, Peter doesn’t know why he’s offering, especially when asking someone else to make 
cereal isn’t normal. He supposes he’s been spending too much time with Peni. 


Miles’s small nod surprises Peter, and makes him break out into a smile. “Okay, we have off brand 
cheerios, is that okay?” 


Miles nods again, apparently slightly bewildered at the fact that Peter was actually going to prepare 
cereal for him. 


Noticing the boy’s confusion, Gwen smiles. “Peter’s a master cereal-maker. He used to do it all the 
time for our foster sister Peni.” 


“T’m not just a master, I’m the best in the world. A grandmaster, if you will,” Peter calls from the 
kitchen, putting his skills to the test. 


When he’s finished, he carries the bowl to the kitchen carefully, praying that Ross wouldn’t come 
home early. He’d freak out if he saw anyone eating on the couch. 


Miles takes a bite, and the rest of the kids stare at him expectantly. 
“Tt’s good cereal,” he concedes, and Peter stands up and takes a dramatic bow. 


“Another job well done,” Gwen praises. “Hey, whose day is it to make dinner? It’s probably not a 
great idea to be late with that when Ross is already upset.” 


Harry bolts up from where he’d been sitting. “Shit, I think I’m supposed to.” 


“There’s no way he’s going to finish in time,” Gwen comments, getting up to help Harry, who is 
frantically making spaghetti. 


Peter cringes. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. I could help...” he offers, even though he feels like he 
could fall asleep at any second. 


Gwen waives off his offer. “Peter, go rest. You’re probably exhausted, and no offense, but I don’t 
think you’d help the situation at all.” 


Peter flips her off as she goes to help Harry, chuckling at her own joke. 


“You don’t have to sit here awkwardly, you can come settle into the bedroom. I seriously don’t 
mind,” Peter informs Miles when he sees that he’s sitting on the couch, stiff as a board. 


Miles’s expression morphs into one of relief as he wordlessly follows Peter to the bedroom. 


“This one’s yours,” Peter tells him, pointing at the bottom bunk that Peni had slept in. “I don’t 
know if the others have told you that already.” 


“They have,” Miles tells him. 


The room falls silent, and Peter is about to crawl into bed when Miles opens his mouth, obviously 
wanting to ask a question. “What is it?” 


“What’s the deal with Ross? He left for work right after I got here, and none of the others have said 
anything about him.” 


The question catches Peter off guard, but it’s one that he should have expected. Of course a scared 
kid who had no experience with the foster system would be concerned when he sees his new foster 
siblings treat their guardian like an active bomb. 


“He... works a lot,” Peter starts, trying to figure out how to describe the man in a way that 
wouldn’t be alarming to the boy. “He’s a foster parent because he got in some hot water a while 
ago and his publicist thought that playing the part of an ‘all-American dad’ would improve his 
image.” 


Miles nods before asking a question that makes Peter feel like he’s been shot. “What should I do? 
Like, what’s a good strategy to stay on his good side or... I don’t know.” 


No matter how hard he tries to hide it, it’s obvious that Miles is afraid. Every word in his question 
is dripping with sheer terror, and the way the boy’s voice quivers when he asks it makes Peter 
want to scoop him up and take him far away from Ross. 


Instead, Peter asks his own question. “Do you know how long you’re going to be here? Until you 
age out, or do you have anyone that...” he trails off, unable to figure out a way to end that sentence 
without potentially upsetting Miles. 


Luckily for Peter, Miles just nods. “Yeah, hopefully just a week or two, maybe longer.” 


Peter looks at him, unsure if he should push or not, but Miles takes it as a sign to keep going. “I’ve 
been staying with my uncle since my parents... you know.” 


Unfortunately for him, Peter knew all too well. 


Oblivious to the emotion that his sentence had stirred in Peter, Miles continues. “Anyway, someone 
he used to work with filed a bullshit complaint with CPS, and they came in for a surprise 
inspection, so here I am.” 


Peter frowns. “I’m sorry to hear that. I know how hard it is to be apart from that kind of role model, 
especially when you’re still recovering from such a big loss.” 


“Tt’s okay, he can get me back pretty easily. He said he has to clean up the apartment and take 
some parenting classes, but after that I can go home.” Miles runs his hand through his hair self- 
consciously, anxiety practically rolling off of him in waves. 


“Tt sounds like it will be fine, Miles. From what you’ve said, your uncle seems like a good guy.” 


Miles nods, and Peter remembers that he’s supposed to be giving advice. “About Ross, I’d say that 
you should just try to avoid him, since you won’t be here long. Just don’t bother him, and he 
shouldn’t bother you, like a bee.” 


Peter’s response is obviously jarring to the boy. “What bothers him?” 


Peter winces at the fear in his voice. So much for keeping things light. “Just, I don’t know, general 
things. Clean up after yourself, call him Secretary Ross to his face, don’t be loud when he’s home.” 


For a second, he wonders if he should warn Miles about only eating his share of the food, but he 
quickly decides not to. Ross hadn’t gotten worked up about that in a while, and if Miles is only 
going to be there for a week, it shouldn’t come up. There’s no reason to worry him. 


Sensing that Miles’s unease is only growing, Peter changes the subject. “What’s your uncle like?” 


He knows he’s made the right decision when Miles’s face absolutely lights up. “Uncle Aaron. He’s 
great, we’ve been close since I was little. He’s just- for my entire life, he’s looked at me like I’m 
the best thing in the world.” 


Peter nods, smiling at the mental image. 


“He’s an artist,” Miles continues. “He’s the reason that I love art. He’s just so passionate about it, 
and it's impossible not to fall in love with it when you grow up around someone like that.” 


“You miss him,” Peter states the obvious, only making himself sadder. 
Miles nods. “Yeah. You’re right, him being gone just makes me miss them more, too.” 


They sit in silence for a few seconds, until Peter hears the telltale sound of the front door slamming 
open, accompanied by the banging of heavy footsteps. 


“Fuck, Miles, we have to go.” 
Peter and Miles head to the kitchen as fast as they can without running, and help set the table. 
When Ross sits down at the table, the tension is so thick that it feels like they’re all drowning. 


“Thank you for the spaghetti, Harry,” Peter says in a mild tone, glancing at Ross to make sure that 
he wasn’t doing something wrong. “It looks really good.” 


Harry nods in response, placing the pot in the middle of the table and grabbing a serving. 


“We’re going to church tomorrow,” Ross announces, startling all four kids. “The situation at work 
has me under a lot of scrutiny, so we’re going to be seen together, in public, worshipping as a 
family.” 


Peter, Harry, and Gwen glance at each other, familiar with the routine. Nobody says anything, and 


they go back to eating in silence. 


In the past, Peter would have called the man out, and made it known that he thought using religion 
solely to better one’s public image is disgusting. 


Over time, Ross’s go-to image cleanser became routine, and Peter had learned pretty quickly to 
shut up and do what the man says. 


“So,” Ross starts in a sickeningly pleasant tone, seemingly tired of the relative peace that the 
silence brought. “Where have you been, Peter?” 


Peter gulps, almost choking on his pasta. “I- Ned’s, sir.” 


The man’s eyes narrow dangerously. “And you thought you could go without asking my 
permission?” 


Peter stares at the man, searching desperately for something to say that won’t incriminate himself. 


Before he can get any words out, Ross snorts out a laugh. “Not only that, but instead of apologizing 
to me, you decide to eat fucking spaghetti?” 


Peter has to hold himself back from arguing with the man. It was dinner time, he was going to 
apologize after. 


Instead, he hangs his head. “I’m sorry, Secretary Ross.” 


The man smiles. “I think you should go to my room and wait for me to finish my dinner, don’t 
you? We’ll have a chat once I’m done here.” 


The air at the kitchen table seems to somehow get colder as Peter wordlessly stands up. Gwen 
gently brushes his arm with her hand, and Peter places his hand atop hers, squeezing lightly. He 
shoots Miles a small smile, trying to dispel some of the fear that had made its way back into his 
expression. 


“Now,” Ross barks. 


Peter pulls away from Gwen’s gentle grip, and walks toward Ross’s bedroom, dread making his 
limbs feel like they weigh a thousand pounds. 


If Peter ignores all of his negative memories of Ross’s bedroom, he can see that it’s actually pretty 
nice. It’s larger than the bedroom the kids share, and it has a bathroom. 


To be honest, the private bathroom is what Peter’s most jealous about. 


He also has a desk for his work, and his bed is almost as large as the one he’d slept on in the hotel. 
Not that he’d ever actually consider touching anything without permission, or even try to voice his 
thoughts about how unfair it is that they’re forced into such a tight space when it’s completely 
unnecessary. 


There’s no use making things worse for himself. 


Peter can’t help tensing up when he hears the door open behind him. He twirls around to meet 
Ross’s eyes, suppressing a flinch at the sheer hate behind his glare. 


The familiar sound of the man sliding his belt out from his belt loops sends a shiver down Peter’s 
spine. 


“You know what to do.” 


Peter automatically lays over the bed before his mind can catch up with his body, gripping the 
blankets for dear life. He flinches as Ross’s cold hand rests on his lower back, and has to suppress 
a whimper when the man pushes his t-shirt up to his shoulders, the soft touch running up his back 
bringing forth countless unwanted memories of gentle caresses and whispered words. 


“Remember,” Ross’s cold voice cuts through Peter’s dread-filled mind like a knife through hot 
butter. “This is for your own good.” 
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No one says anything when Peter finally limps across the hall to the bedroom, wincing with each 
step. 


Miles does gasp audibly when Peter absentmindedly pulls his bloodstained t-shirt over his head, 
but a jab from Gwen’s elbow silences him before he can ask any questions. 


Peter hastily puts on a clean shirt when he senses Miles’s unease. “So, church tomorrow,” he says, 
attempting to break the awkward silence. 


Harry snorts. “Praise the lord.” 


“You guys only go when Ross wants to boost his public image?” Miles asks, frowning in disgust. 
“That’s kind of... immoral, don’t you think?” 


“Kid,” Harry turns to look at him. “He’d do anything if it meant good publicity, blasphemy isn’t 
the worst of it.” 


Gwen snorts at Harry’s statement, even though they all knew that what he’s saying is accurate. 
“Tt’s not so bad, really. Just don’t make a scene or anything, you’ ll be fine.” 


Miles nods, and Peter internally groans at the realization that he has to wake up early. “I have to go 
out.” 


All three kids look at Peter like he’s crazy. “Are you sure?” 


To be completely honest, Peter wants nothing more than to curl up in bed, beg Gwen to let him 
turn the lights off even though it’s way too early for bed, and sleep. He’s exhausted from the plane 
ride, and his back is on fire. 


He needs to patrol. The guilt stemming from his own inactivity feels like it’s tearing him up from 
the inside out. How many people died while he was sitting uselessly in that hotel room? 


“I’m vetoing that.” 


Gwen’s statement is firm, and she cuts him off with a glare when Peter opens his mouth to argue. 
“You need to rest. I don’t know what you think you have to do, but it can wait until you’re not a 
literal zombie.” 


“She’s right,” Harry adds, making Peter’s cheeks heat up. 
He’s about to protest, but he can’t bring himself to. “Fine. Can I turn the light off?” 


Gwen smirks. “Absolutely.” 


The ease with which Ross changed into a whole new person is honestly terrifying. 


It’s hard for him to wrap his mind around the fact that the man who is smiling, greeting 
churchgoers, and making pleasant conversation is the reason that sitting in the wooden pews is 
unbearable. 


His back has gotten a little bit better, but Peter figures that he’s gotten pretty spoiled with how 
quickly his enhancement usually allows him to heal. With how exhausted he’s been lately, it’s 
evidently been hard for his body to keep up. 


Well, at least he has motivation to try not to patrol too late anymore. Enhanced healing is a gift that 
Peter has become quite partial to over time. 


“Sit up straight!” Ross firmly nudges Peter, tearing him from his thoughts. 


He mumbles an apology before complying, and he has to hold back a smirk when he catches 
Harry’s quick eye roll. 


“Secretary Ross!” A young man exclaims as he slides into the pew in front of them.” It’s a surprise 
to see you here! How are you holding up with everything that’s been going on?” 


Ross smiles, clapping Miles on the back. “Oh, you know. I am busy at the office, of course, but 
I’m also feeling a lot of regret, and ’m worried about what the future may hold. I figured, is there 
any choice but to worship in the house of the Lord before going back to work, trying to pick up the 
pieces that these freaks have left me with?” 


The man in front of them shakes his head solemnly. “No choice at all, sir. It’s great to see you 
here, I’d like to personally thank you for all the work you’ ve been doing to keep our country safe. 
God bless you.” 


Peter makes eye contact with Gwen and has to suppress a snort as Ross shakes the man’s hand. 


He breathes a silent sigh of relief when the service finally starts, because it means that Ross will 
finally shut up. 


Peter’s pretty familiar with the drill at this point. Sit up, stay awake, and pretend to pay attention 
until it’s time to go home. All things considered, there are worse ways to spend a Sunday morning. 


The morning is going well, the soothing tones of the preacher actually managing to keep Peter 
somewhat sane while Ross smiles at strangers from the seat next to him. 


The peace quickly disintegrates as a fiery sensation burns down his spine, causing Peter to let out a 
silent gasp and double over in his seat. 


His brain is screaming at him to get out of the church, to evade the danger, but Peter can’t figure 
out why. 


Even Ross’s sharp elbow jab, which is agonizing on his already-raw back, isn’t enough to stop 
Peter’s mind from racing. He wants to write it off, but the overwhelming dread that something 
terrible is about to happen is honestly terrifying. 


He calms down enough to hear the preacher’s next announcement, but once he hears it, he almost 
wishes he was still oblivious to the cause of his own terror. 


“Our next speaker has been away from our church family while studying on the west coast, but 
he’s home for the summer! I’d like to welcome my son Steven Westcott back into our 
community.” 


The man steps off of the podium and his son takes his place, reciting a bible verse that Peter can’t 
hear over the blood pounding in his ears. 


Peter never thought he’d have to see the man again. It’s hard to convince himself that it’s actually 
happening, but the longer he stares at Skip, the harder it is to play him off as a figment of his 
imagination. 


Just when Peter thinks the situation can’t possibly get worse, he accidentally catches Skip’s eye. 


The sheer glee present on the man’s face as he recognizes Peter is enough to make the boy 
nauseous. 


The service goes on, but Peter can’t relax. Skip seems to think it’s necessary to stare at Peter for the 
entirety of his sermon, as if he’s preaching directly to him, and Peter can practically feel the 
feather-light touches of his hands running up and down his body. 


He can’t do this again. He just can’t, he has to- 
“Peter!” 


Peter jumps as Ross hisses his name between gritted teeth, and he’s surprised to see that the service 
ended while he was lost in his thoughts. 


The man leaves, presumably to mingle with the crowd in the hallway, and Gwen shoots him a 
concerned glance. 


He waves her off, praying that Ross won’t get too angry when he sneaks off to wait in the car for 
the man to finish his meet and greet session, when a rough hand grabs his shoulder. 


“Who’s the pretty lady, Einstein?” 


Skip’s voice had been like nails on a chalkboard when Peter heard it from a distance, but the gentle 
whisper in his ear is infinitely worse. He tries to pull away, but the hand stays, aggravating his 
bruised back. 


“My foster sister, Gwen,” Peter chokes out, trying desperately to keep his discomfort out of his 
expression. “Gwen, this is my... old friend, Sk- Steven.” 


The man chuckles lightly, the sound making Peter want to rip his own ears off. “So formal, Peter. 
Please, Skip is fine.” 


Gwen raises a questioning eyebrow before shaking the man’s hand. “Nice to meet you.” 


“We'd better get going, our foster father wanted us to go straight to the car,’ Peter announces, 
praying that Gwen will go along with it. 


Skip shoots the kids a charming smile, and Peter feels like he’s going to vomit. “Nonsense, I’ Il 
walk you out. I’d hate for you two to get in trouble because of me, I’m sure he’! understand.” 


It’s fairly easy for the trio to find Ross, and the man’s face has never brought Peter more relief. 
“Sorry we got held up, sir,” Peter apologizes, anxious to get out as soon as possible. “I’m not 


feeling well, so I was just going to wait in the car-” 
“Mr. Westcott,” Ross exclaims, ignoring Peter. “It’s good to finally meet you.” 
“Likewise, Mister...” 


“Secretary Ross,” Ross informs him with a tight smile. “I’m actually Peter and Gwen’s foster 
father at the moment. Have they been giving you any trouble?” 


Skip chuckles, and the sound makes Peter feel like he’s eleven again, crying to his babysitter 
because he wants to stop playing the special games that he’s not allowed to tell his aunt and uncle 
about. “Oh, not at all. In fact, Peter and I go way back. We were just catching up.” 


Ross smiles at Peter, sending a shiver down his spine. “Really? I never would have thought that 
he’d affiliate himself with such an upstanding young man as yourself. He’s quite the handful, you 
know.” 


Peter blushes, wishing that the conversation would just end. He just wants to go home, talking to 
Ross and Skip at the same time is enough to make him want to scream. 


“Oh, teenagers.” Skip gives Ross a sympathetic smile, before his eyes light up dangerously. 
Peter’s far too familiar with that expression, and he knows that nothing good ever comes from it. 


“Say,” Skip starts. “Einstein, do you happen to be looking for any volunteer opportunities this 
summer? I know high schools require community service hours to graduate, and I’m supervising 
the volunteer groups at the church this year.” 


Peter’s head starts spinning, unable to process the events of the past hour. He can’t volunteer with 
Skip, there’s no way. Hell, just standing in his proximity is too much. He shakes his head 
frantically, warranting a sharp glare from Ross before the man butts in. 


“Tt just so happens that he is!” Ross exclaims, filling Peter with dread. “This sounds like the perfect 
opportunity for him, could I get the information?” 


Skip moves to grab a flier, and Peter feels his knees grow weak. This can’t be happening. 
“Peter?” 


Peter doesn’t realize he’s about to fall over until Gwen’s supporting his weight. “Oh my god, are 
you okay?” 


He shudders, unable to keep himself together anymore, and Skip affixes him with a dangerous 
smirk, telling him without words that he’s dead if he reveals anything. “Why don’t you take him to 
the bathroom? Secretary Ross and I will work out the details of his volunteer work.” 


Gwen has to practically drag him to the bathroom, and by the time they finally get there, Peter’s 
shaking with silent sobs. 


“Okay, it’s okay, just-” Gwen winces as Peter slides down to the floor and curls up into a ball. 
“Maybe let’s not sit on the floor of the men’s room? It seems pretty gross down there.” 


Peter coughs and rests his head on the wall behind him, trying desperately to blink back the tears 
that are already streaming down his face. He takes a shaky breath, trying to calm himself, and 
Gwen gingerly takes a seat next to him. 


“This is so disgusting.” They sit in silence for a moment, Peter choking back sobs, until Gwen rubs 
a sympathetic hand up his arm, trying to calm him. 


Peter practically wails, the soft touches feeling like fire on his bare skin until he finally smacks her 
hand away. “Okay... no touching,” Gwen infers. “Can you tell me what’s wrong? Is it Skip?” 


He wants to tell her, he really does. This has been weighing on Peter’s chest since he was eleven 
years old, and he knows it’s supposed to get easier when he finally sucks it up and tells someone, 
but what can Gwen do? 


Ross and Skip are discussing the volunteer opportunity, which means that Skip will be in his life 
for at least another summer, if not more. 


There’s nothing she can do, and there’s no use complaining about something he can’t change. 
“I’m fine,” he assures her. “Just- something he said reminded me of Ben, that’s all.” 

Gwen raises a skeptical eyebrow. “You’re sure that’s all?” 

Peter nods. “Can we just go to the car now? I need some fresh air.” 


Peter had told himself that he was going to go patrol once they get home, but when they finally do, 
he can’t bring himself to do anything but lay in his bed, practically immobile with terror. 


“You’ve been in bed all day, Peter,’ Gwen points out, voice laced with concern. “Are you sure 
you’re okay?” 


Peter groans and rolls over to face the wall. He usually doesn’t mind sharing a room that much, but 
the lack of privacy is infuriating. 


“Ross is at work,” she continues, refusing to leave even when Peter ignores her. “You’re obviously 
upset about something, and leaving you alone doesn’t seem to be helping anything.” 


Peter wants to argue that there’s no difference to be made, so he should be allowed to hide in bed 
for as long as he pleases. Instead, he groans again, praying that Gwen will take the hint and leave. 


“Miles and I made a blanket fort,” Gwen singsongs, leaning against the doorframe. “Harry’s 
making popcorn, and you’re going to come watch Star Wars with us.” 


“Empire Strikes Back?” Peter sniffs, finally sitting up. 
Gwen smirks. “Sure.” 


Peter’s stiff muscles protest as he forces himself out of bed, but it’s worth it when he sees Gwen’s 
face break out into a relief-filled grin. 


Gwen leads him to the living room, and sure enough, Peter is met with the most pathetic blanket 
fort he’s ever seen. 


“Tt turns out there aren’t many blankets in the house, and we didn’t want to take the ones from 
Ross’s bed, so...” 


Peter cuts off Gwen’s apology with a small smile. “It’s perfect.” 


He winces as his movements pull at the bruises on his back, but eventually, Peter’s able to make 
himself relatively comfortable on the pile of pillows that Gwen and Miles have filled the fort with. 


“He lives!” Harry exclaims before crawling in next to Peter, carrying a bowl of slightly burned 
popcorn. 


“Unfortunately,” Gwen snorts, shooting Peter a soft glance. “Miles, get your ass in here.” 


Soon enough, all four kids are somehow wedged into the tiny blanket fort, and the opening of The 
Empire Strikes Back is playing on the screen. 


Peter sighs, sinking deeper into his seat. 


He’s still absolutely petrified of what could happen in the future, of course, but his hours alone in 
his dark room have brought forth a conclusion that makes Peter’s chest tighten. 


He has to keep it together. If not for himself, then for his foster siblings, and for all of New York. 
Yeah, having Skip back in his life is absolutely going to suck, but he can’t use his own misfortune 
as an excuse to ignore his responsibilities. 


“You have us, you know,” Harry says out of nowhere. “You don’t have to go through life alone.” 


Peter wants to appreciate his foster brother’s gesture, he really does, but the statement makes him 
want to cry. 


He knows that Gwen, Harry, and Miles all care about him. Hell, he’d probably die for any of them, 
and he’s only known Miles for a few days. The issue is, they all have their own shit going on. 


Everyone, including Peter, is too busy scrambling to stay afloat when life is desperately trying to 
drown them. Adding Skip would just be adding another factor in their already chaotic lives, and 
Peter just can’t bring himself to do it. 


Besides, there’s nothing anyone can do, so there’s no point in embarrassing himself. 
“T know,” Peter chokes out, staring at the blurry screen through his tear-filled eyes. 


It’s the last day of school, and the overwhelming excitement shared by the entire student body 
seems to mock the despair that Peter feels in every cell of his being. 


As it turns out, when Skip said ‘summer volunteer opportunity,’ he meant the second school ends, 
which is in approximately seventeen minutes. 


“Are you sure you can’t come over today? MJ and I are going to build a LEGO death star,” Ned 
pleads, only making Peter feel worse. 


He shoots his friend a forced smile. “Sorry, Ross signed me up for a volunteer group, and it starts 
today. We should definitely hang out later this summer, though.” 


The way that Ned seems to be disappointed with Peter’s answer but not surprised makes the kid’s 
heart break. 


Ned deserves a better friend than him. 


“You said no?” A voice asks from behind him, making Peter jump. 


“MJ!” he exclaims once he registers who it is. “What have I said about eavesdropping on 
conversations? You scared the shit out of me.” 


MJ smirks. “I wasn’t eavesdropping, but Ned’s expression says it all.” 


Peter’s face heats up. So he isn’t the only one who noticed how crushed his best friend is. “I hope 
you guys have fun, though.” 


Ned nods half-heartedly, but before he can respond, the bell rings. 


The crowd of pushing students seems harsher, most likely because of the long-awaited summer 
vacation, but Peter eventually makes it out of the building. 


Every step he takes brings him closer to the subway station, and Peter can feel his resolve 
breaking. It’s bad enough that he has to spend the afternoon with Skip, but what makes it even 
worse is the fact that he has to go there of his own free will. 


Or, at least, under the illusion of free will. In theory, he has the option of not going, but the reaction 
that Ross would have if he did such a thing simply isn’t worth it. 


At least Harry and Miles got signed up, too. Ross had wanted all of the kids to go, but Gwen’s 
scheduled to babysit for the couple next door. Peter’s relief makes him feel guilty when he realizes 
that being near Skip might put one of his foster brothers in danger. 


What kind of person is happy that the people he cares about have to spend their afternoon with an 
abuser? 


The same kind of person that abandons his best friend over and over again, Peter figures. 


The train seems to last for hours, dread consuming Peter for every torturous second that brings him 
closer and closer to one of the people who plague his nightmares. 


When the train finally stops, Peter suddenly wishes to go back to the state of anxious waiting, 
because at least the threat hadn’t been real when he was standing on the subway. 


Standing outside the church, the threat is all too real. Peter’s spider sense alerts him over and over 
that there’s danger, and the worst part of it is the fact that this danger is unavoidable. 


Taking a deep breath, Peter musters up the courage to open the door and enter the church. 


As soon as he does, he’s met with the sight of Miles and Harry folding pamphlets at a table. Peter 
lets out a sigh of relief as he goes to join them, Skip nowhere to be seen. 


“Peter!” Miles exclaims, smiling as he sees him coming. “Finally!” 


Peter can’t help but smile back, Miles’s good mood is contagious even with the fear building in 
Peter’s gut. “Where’s everyone else?” 


Harry opens his mouth to answer, but before he can, an electric shock down his spine alerts Peter 
that a threat had just entered the room. 


“This is an unofficial volunteer session.” Skip’s smooth voice echoes through the church, making 
Peter’s skin crawl. “Ross wanted you boys to get started as soon as possible.” 


Peter flinches at the way Ross says ‘boys,’ as if he were spitting lava. 


“Okay,” Peter responds, trying to sound unfazed by the man’s presence. “So, we’re just folding 
these pamphlets?” he asks, reaching for one from the pile. 


“Yeah, Pll show you-” Harry starts, before he’s interrupted by a wave of Skip’s hand. 


“Nonsense,” the man announces. “Ill show him, you two keep working. Peter, don’t you want to 
come over here so I can show you?” 


His tone is dangerous, and Peter has half a mind to just comply and get it over with, but he can’t 
force himself to get up. “I- I think we’re fine here,” Peter stammers, studying Skip’s face to see 
what he’d do about the blatant disobedience. 


Surprisingly, Skip nods. “Okay, Pll show you right here.” 


Peter breathes a sigh of relief, and picks up a pamphlet, expecting Skip to sit down beside him and 
walk him through the process of folding the paper. Not an ideal situation, but at least he’s not alone 
with the man. 


He jumps as Skip leans in close behind him. 


“Oh, did I scare you?” Skip chuckles as he puts his hands atop Peter’s, sending trails of fire up and 
down Peter’s arms. 


Peter looks at his foster brothers in horror, but Harry just spares him a confused glance before he 
goes back to work, and Miles doesn’t even look up. 


“So, you’re going to grab one of these papers,” Skip whispers in his ear, rubbing his hand 
agonizingly over Peter’s knuckles, “and put it in the larger bulletin. Once it’s there, you fold it like 
a regular brochure.” 


Peter chokes, unable to do anything to get the man’s disgusting hands off of him. “Okay, I got it.” 


Skip chuckles again, and Peter freezes, the sound bringing a flood of painful memories. “Sure you 
do, Einstein, but I think I'll show you just to make sure.” 


Peter allows himself to relax slightly, since Skip showing him how to fold the brochure means that 
he’ ll finally stop touching him, but to his surprise, Skip moves Peter’s hand with his own. 


“There you go,” he praises softly as Peter grabs a sheet of paper, hands shaking under Skip’s warm 
grasp. “Here, now fold the brochure.” 


Peter folds the paper as fast as humanly possible, desperate to get Skip’s hands off of him, but 
when he finally finishes, the man clicks his tongue. “No, that was way too fast, see? The folds 
aren’t even. One more time.” 


Peter curses internally as Skip’s hands guide his to grab yet another sheet of paper, repeating the 
process all over again. 


After what seems like hours, Skip is finally satisfied with Peter’s brochure. “I’m going to go to the 
office over there,” he points down the hall, a dangerous smile painting his face. “When you’re out 
of paper, meet me in there and I’Il print off some more for you. Let’s see, who should be in charge 
of that?” The man scratches his head, pretending to ponder his own question. “How about Peter?” 


The boy gulps. “Sure.” 


The table falls silent as Skip walks down the hallway, but the second he closes the office door, 
Harry affixes Peter with a questioning stare. “What the fuck was that?” 


Peter blushes, feeling his heart rate skyrocket. “Uh... nothing,” he assures him, but Harry doesn’t 
seem convinced. 


He could tell him. He could tell Harry right now, and the secret of five years would finally be off 
his chest. 


“He’s a... childhood friend,” Peter decides to go with. “He likes to mess around.” 
Harry nods, still not seeming to be totally convinced. 


They fall back into an uncomfortable silence until Miles breaks it by announcing, “Hey, we’re 
running out of paper.” 


Peter feels like he’s about to vomit as he gets up, struggling to stand on his quivering legs. “I'll go 
get some more.” 


The floor seems to spin as Peter makes his way down the hallway and to the office that Skip is 
occupying. Deciding not to delay the inevitable, Peter opens the door, deciding to stay in the 
doorway rather than actually enter the room. 


“Peter!” Skip exclaims, looking up from his paperwork. “Why don’t you come over here, I'll give 
you some more paper.” 


Peter thinks he may actually vomit as Skip waggles his eyebrows seductively. “No, I think ’'m 
okay here,” Peter says, unable to force himself to get any closer to the man. 


“Oh, don’t be like that,” Skip sighs. “You’re telling me you didn’t miss me? Not even a little bit?” 


Peter’s about to inform him that the day he learned that he was gone was the happiest of his short 
life, but he freezes as Skip stands up. 


“Come here or I’m coming to you,” he orders dangerously. 


Peter closes his eyes and forces himself to take a step forward. He takes another, his eyes still 
screwed shut, but they jolt open when he collides with something solid. 


“Oh, you did miss me,” Skip teases, wrapping his arms around Peter. He freezes again, wanting 
nothing more than to pull out of the man’s grasp. He should be able to do it--hell, he could 
probably bench press the man--but in that moment, Peter can’t move. 


“T think you’ll find that listening to me will get you what you want, Peter,” the man whispers, 
caressing Peter’s face with his cold hands. “You’ ve been doing a good job with that so far, ’m very 
proud.” 


Peter gulps, but Skip continues, disregarding the boy’s discomfort. “If you had sent one of your 
foster brothers,” the man chuckles to himself, “they’d just be in the same situation as you. Now, 
you don’t want to do that to them, do you?” 


Peter’s mouth shoots open in horror. 


He hadn’t even registered that as a possibility. He has to protect them, there’s no way he’d be able 


to live with himself if anything happened to any of his foster siblings because of him. 
Wordlessly, Peter shakes his head. 


“Then you’ ll do exactly as I say,” Skip smiles, and Peter feels a tear fall down his cheek. “C’mon, 
kiss me. You know you want to.” 


Peter doesn’t. The mere idea of touching Skip willingly is enough to make Peter gag, but he has no 
other choice. 


Slowly, he leans in, and presses a soft kiss to the man’s lips. 


Apparently that isn’t enough for Skip, and he grabs Peter by the head, holding him in place. 
Slowly, the man deepens the kiss, and Peter can’t help but whimper at the sensation. 


It’s warm, slimy, and disgusting, and his entire body is screaming for him to get out, but he can’t. 
There’s no way out- 


“Peter?” 
Skip finally releases him when Harry’s shocked exclamation echoes loudly through the halls. 


Peter’s horrified that he’s been found in such a demeaning position, but a small part of him can’t 
help but be glad that someone finally knows. Maybe Harry can even help find an excuse for Peter 
to stop going to the church volunteer events, and- 


“Fuck, ’m completely fine with you being bisexual and everything, but really? The pastor’s son? 
That’s so cliché.” 


Harry chuckles to himself as he continues down the hallway, and Peter’s stomach sinks. 
Harry thinks it’s consensual. 


The feeling only worsens when he looks over to see Skip’s expression, a terrifying mixture of rage 
and amusement. 


“You didn’t tell me you’re still gay, Einstein. I thought I fucked it out of you years ago.” 


Peter’s mouth opens in a silent sob as Skip closes the space between them again, and leans down to 
whisper in the boy’s ear. “It looks like we both have a long summer ahead of us.” 
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It’s hard for Peter to force himself to pull his punches when he patrols. 


Logically, he knows that hurting criminals more than necessary is cruel and immoral, but every 
sneer looks too similar to Skip’s for Peter to think rationally. 


He can’t imagine dealing with Skip for the whole summer. There has to be a way out, the sheer 
idea of even being in the same room as the man is enough to force Peter to stop in his tracks, 
desperately sucking in breaths of cool air through his Spider-Man mask. 


His patrol has been relatively successful, both in protecting Queens from petty criminals and 
distracting Peter from the shitshow of an afternoon he’s had. He’s not too disappointed when he 
realizes that it’s getting late and he has to head back. 


A small part of Peter feels terrible for cutting his patrol short, but he feels mentally and physically 
drained. Anyway, aggravating Ross by staying out late won’t go well for anyone. 


Peter swings towards the house, smiling despite himself as the wind brushes against his skin 
through the suit, savoring the feeling of freedom that he can only seem to achieve as Spider-Man. 


He’s just passing Delmar’s when he catches sight of a group of people breaking into the bank on 
the corner. 


Peter internally groans, hating himself as he does so. Having a shitty day isn’t an excuse for letting 
criminals get away with robbing an ATM, but in the moment, Peter really wishes that it was. 


“What, you guys forgot your PIN?” 


The strangers all whip around, and Peter has to suppress a giggle when he sees that they’re hiding 
their faces with superhero masks made of cheap plastic. 


Peter supposes he can’t really talk, seeing how he’d made his superhero debut with a paper bag 
over his head, but the irony of the situation is still funny. 


The man with the iron man mask hurls a fist at him, but Peter steps out of the way with a split 
second to spare. “Iron Man!” Peter exclaims, trying to keep his bitterness from seeping into his 
tone. “It’s great to see you again. But, aren’t you a billionaire? Why are you robbing a bank?” 


Iron Man doesn’t respond, which is probably because Peter’s in the process of slamming him into 
the hard tile floor, but the boy still thinks it’s pretty rude. It was a good joke, after all. 


“Thor, Hulk!” Peter continues, dodging each man’s attacks. “It’s great to finally meet you guys! I-” 


He cuts himself off when his spider sense alerts him that one of the men behind him just pulled out 
a gun. “Okay, no. That’s cheating,” Peter teases as he steps forward to disarm the man, but 
suddenly, he’s being suspended in the air. 


“What the fuck?” 


Every cell in his body is tingling. Peter looks around, frantically trying to figure out what’s going 
on, and it seems like the criminal has some kind of gun that’s suspending him in midair. 


If Peter wasn’t terrified, he’d be freaking out about the existence of such advanced technology. 


Peter crashes to the ground, and he groans as he forces himself up. “What was that?” He asks, 
bewildered. “That was weird.” 


The criminals seem just as surprised as he is. Figuring that there’s no reason to prolong the fight, 
Peter lunges at the guy with the gun, but as soon as he does, his spider sense practically screams for 
him to get out of the way. 


He jumps, narrowly avoiding being burned by the laser that came out of seemingly nowhere, and 
watches in horror as it cuts through the flower shop beside Delmar’s. 


There’s fire everywhere. 


Peter can’t tear his eyes away from the scene. If the laser had cut two inches to the left, it would 
have completely destroyed Delmar’ s- 


Peter’s stomach drops. Mr. Delmar works late on Sundays. 


Suddenly, the group of criminals standing shell-shocked behind Peter become his last priority. His 
legs carry him to the florist’s shop, and a frantic search of the burning building reveals that there is 
no one inside the store. 


He breathes a sigh of relief before sprinting next door, where he knows for a fact Mr. Delmar is. 


“Mr. Delmar!” He yells, scanning the shop until he spots the man. “You have to get out, the fire 
could spread here-” 


Mr. Delmar arches an eyebrow at him before complying, and Peter feels his muscles relax. The 
man is safe, nothing bad has happened. 


Peter uses the phone behind the counter to call 911, and while he’s on the phone with the operator, 
a soft meow from the corner catches his attention. 


How could he have forgotten about Murph? 


Peter gets off of the phone, assuring the woman on the other line that no one is hurt and they just 
need the fire department to put out the fire, and scoops the cat into his arms. 


“Tt’s okay, Murph,” Peter whispers, petting the cat’s soft fur with his gloved hand. “We’re just 
going to go outside until the firemen come, it’s going to be okay.” 


Peter deposits Murph into Mr. Delmar’s shaking hands, the man clearly in shock from seeing that 
the building next to his is actually destroyed. “I don’t understand-” 


“Are you alright?” Peter asks, trying his best to deepen his voice so Mr. Delmar won’t recognize it. 


The man nods, eyes wide with shock as he clutches the cat close to his chest. 


“Okay. The fire department is sending a truck, everything will be okay. I have to go-” Peter glances 
over to the bank, and his stomach drops. “Shit.” 


The criminals are nowhere to be found. 


Of course they ran away, it wouldn’t have made any sense for them to stay, but it still takes Peter 
by surprise. 


The realization that the situation would have ended up better if Peter just didn’t intervene is 
agonizing. 


How did Peter manage to screw things up so badly? 


He has to call Mr. Stark and tell him about the weapons. Peter genuinely has no idea what they are, 
and that’s terrifying. 


Does Stark know? 


Peter can’t risk it. If the Avengers don’t know, it’s an inarguable fact that people will end up dying. 
The weapons are terrifyingly powerful, and Peter’s only seen them in the hands of amateur 
criminals. 


He doesn’t want to imagine what those weapons could do in the hands of people with actual 
malicious intent. 


With the Avengers like a bad boy band, the world would be virtually unprotected from that level of 
a threat. 


They need to stop this before it becomes an issue. 


Peter’s cell phone is heavy in his hand as unlocks it, mentally preparing himself for an extremely 
awkward conversation. 


Tony didn’t seem all too fond of Peter when he last saw the man, but Peter can only pray that the 
man can find it in himself to set aside his ego and listen to him about this. 


Maybe if he phrased it as needing his help, the man would have an easier time agreeing. 


Peter’s extremely familiar with narcissistic assholes, and from his experience, it might just work. 
Besides, in this situation, Tony would actually be helping him. 


God knows Peter doesn’t have the resources to stop this kind of threat. 


Peter screws his eyes shut, taking a deep breath before dialing the number that Happy had used to 
contact him. 


The phone rings, and Peter’s heart feels like it’s about to stop when he’s sent to voicemail. 
What the fuck? 


“Hey, I know you guys probably aren’t some of my biggest fans right now, but I need your help 
with something.” 


Peter sighs. This is humiliating. 


Sucking up to real people is annoying, but at least Peter has plenty of experience. Trying to suck up 
to someone who isn’t actually there is maddening. 


He decides that it’s better to just bite the bullet. “There was an... incident at a bank, you’ ll 
probably see it on the news later. I know, I screwed up, you don’t have to tell me. My point is, I’ve 
never seen weapons like the ones that they had. It’s scary, I don’t understand anything about how 
they work or what they do.” 


Peter blushes when he realizes that he’s rambling. “Anyway, I was hoping you could look into that. 
I'd suggest that you maybe try to find the company responsible for cleaning up after the Chitauri 
attack, like, before SHIELD took over. I don’t know for sure, but it seemed like whatever’s 
powering those weapons isn’t from Earth.” 


There’s a long pause, and it takes Peter a second to realize that no one’s going to talk back, and that 
he’d just stopped talking like an idiot. 


To be fair, it’s probably for the best. Peter thinks it’s kind of starting to sound like he’s trying to 
give Tony orders, and if he knows anything about self-centered pricks, that won’t go over well. 
“T mean- whatever you think is best, really. Just, I thought I should let you know that I think 
something’s up with that. I’d look into it, but ’'d be in way over my head,” Peter admits. 


“Okay,” he continues awkwardly, unsure of how to end the call. What’s he supposed to say? “The 
world may or may not be ending, I’m sorry for being indirectly responsible for paralyzing your 
best friend, have a good day?’ 


“This is Peter, by the way,” the boy chokes out instead. “Peter Parker. From Germany.” 
Peter has to restrain himself from throwing his phone at the nearest wall as he hangs up. 
“Peter!” 


Peter can’t stop himself from beaming as he spots his two best friends sitting at his favorite table in 
the library. 


Ned’s exclamation makes the librarian glare at them over her book, and the boy’s face flushes red 
as he sits back down. 


“You actually made it,” MJ observes, not looking up from her book. “I wouldn’t have thought you 
had it in you.” 


Peter winces at her passive aggressive comment. “I’m sorry, I know I’ve been busy. Trust me, I 
definitely would have preferred to build a LEGO death star yesterday than volunteer.” 


He makes a face as he spits out the word, trying his best to mask his true hatred with childish 
complaints about how he’s ‘wasting his summer.’ 


Ned grins. “We’ll always have another chance! It’s only the first day of summer, there’s plenty of 
time!” 


Peter’s heart melts at his friend’s response. “TI really do miss you guys, I’m sorry if-” 


“Bullshit.” 


Both boys turn their attention to MJ as she snaps her book shut, a scowl on her face. “My question 
is, why do you have time to join some random volunteer group, but when I organize a volunteer 
event, you’re too busy to go? Even with our three anonymous benefactors, the entire GSA still had 
to work our asses off to keep it from going under.” 


“MJ...” Ned starts softly, but he’s quickly cut off. 


“You cancel plans the day after you make them. You’re constantly busy, but we never actually 
know what you’re busy doing. Where do you go every day, Peter? What are you hiding?” 


Peter freezes. Why does MJ have to be so perceptive? 


“That’s fair,” Peter admits, searching for some way to get himself out of the situation he’s trapped 
in. “I know it’s probably hard, and I can’t really explain what’s going on, but-” 


MJ snorts. “I’m kidding, I don’t really care.” 


Ned chuckles nervously, and the sudden change of tone is like a punch to Peter’s stomach. Is MJ 
actually dropping the subject for good, or does she just sense Peter’s discomfort? 


He tries not to think about it too much. After all, it’s not often that he has a chance to just sit down 
and have a good time with his two best friends. 


If MJ wants to make the most of their time together, Peter’s not going to say anything that might 
cut it short. 


“You’re late, Peter.” 


A pang of guilt hits Peter in the chest when he processes Gwen’s sharp words. “Am I? I’m sorry, I 
didn’t mean to be, I must have lost track of time with MJ and Ned.” 


Gwen crosses her arms, and Peter’s face grows warm with embarrassment. To be honest, he may 
have taken the long way home because of the overwhelming dread he feels at the thought of going 
back to the church to volunteer again, but Gwen doesn’t have to know that. 


“Einstein said that time is relative, right?’ Miles asks from where he’s hunched over his physics 
textbook at the kitchen table. “So, maybe he’s not late. Maybe we’re all just early.” 


Gwen stifles a giggle as Harry whacks Miles in the face with the sleeve of his jacket, but Peter 
freezes at the mention of the scientist. 


Is he so weak that one word has the power to turn him back into an eleven year old? 

“Why the fuck is everyone I live with so smart? I’m cursed,” Harry complains. 

“You’re smart, Harry,” Miles frowns, but Peter’s worried about something entirely different. 
“Ross is home?” 

Harry blinks in confusion. “No, he’s still at work. Why?” 

“You’re wearing a jacket in the middle of June.” 


Harry sighs in realization. “This morning,” he explains, pulling the long sleeves up to reveal rings 


of finger-shaped bruises around each wrist. “He pinned me against the wall in the hallway right 
outside our room while you were asleep. Honestly, I’m surprised that you slept through it.” 


The ease with which Harry tells the story makes Peter’s stomach lurch. “Fuck, I’m sorry-” 


“Not your fault,” Gwen and Harry chorus, as is the standard procedure when Peter blames himself 
for things outside his control. 


Peter still frowns. How pathetic is it that Spider-Man can’t even protect the people he cares most 
about? 


Harry sighs, seeing Peter’s conflicted expression. “Seriously, it’s not your fault I don’t have a job 
yet. I should have found one by now, anyway. I’m literally useless, anyone else could have gotten 
a stupid job by now.” 


“No.” Peter’s expression softens as he sees how his foster brother has to suppress a flinch at his 
harsh tone. “Harry, you not having a job isn’t a reason for him to pin you against a fucking wall-” 


“You think I don’t know that?” Harry spits out, fury in his eyes. “You don’t have to tell me he’s 
just some asshole, Peter. I’ve been here longer than any of you, don’t give me that talk about how 
‘the only one at fault here is Ross,’ I fucking know.” 


Gwen groans, frustrated with her foster brothers’ bickering, but Miles looks between the pair with 
fear in his eyes. 


“If you know, then why would you say it’s your fault?” 


“T didn’t,” Harry snarls. “I just said that I’m useless. You think I haven’t noticed how you guys 
undercharge me for groceries-” 


“Just until you get a job,” Peter cries. “You don’t have to stretch yourself thin for food, and it’s 
stupid that you’d rather starve than set aside your fucking pride for one second-” 


“Don’t tell me what I do and don’t have to do! God, you’re so infuriating sometimes. At least I 
have dignity! You can tell me I’m wrong, but at least I’m not fucking the pastor’s son-” 


“That’s enough.” Gwen’s sharp command cuts through Harry’s argument, but Peter can’t hear her 
over the ringing in his own ears. 


“You don’t know what you’re talking about. I- just don’t...” Peter blinks away tears, and when he 
can finally see clearly again, his eyes are met with Harry’s face, contorted in confusion. 


Peter sniffs, trying desperately to keep his voice void of the emotion that the thought of Skip 
brought up. “We’re late for the volunteer group.” 


Gwen and Harry glance at each other in confusion, and Peter hates himself from being so weak. 
Just the mention of the man, not even by name, was enough to bring him to tears? 
No wonder Peter can’t protect anyone else. He can’t even save himself. 


The subway ride to the church is incredibly awkward. 


“Peter?” Miles’ timid voice breaks the silence that has fallen over them. The question is soft, and if 
Peter didn’t have super hearing, he might not even have caught it over the sounds of the train. 


“Yeah?” 
“Are you going somewhere?” 


Miles’s question catches Gwen and Harry’s attention, and Peter arches an eyebrow. “No, I’m not 
going anywhere. Miles, if this is about the argument I had with Harry-” 


“No,” Miles interrupts, tone growing even more frantic. “I saw Ross going through your stuff this 
morning, it looked like he was packing a bag.” 


Peter groans. “Fuck, I can’t believe he went through my things again!” 
“No, he was packing a bag!” Miles argues, and Peter shakes his head. 
“He takes things sometimes, it’s happened before.” 


It’s easy for Peter to feign nonchalance, but in reality, the idea that Ross took an entire bagful of his 
things is terrifying. Did he find his Spider-Man stuff? 


Probably not, Peter reasons. Ross took his phone away yesterday, maybe he had somehow lost 
privileges for more things. 


Before Peter has a chance to worry about it more, they’re at the church. 


Like last time, Peter’s spider sense erupts into action the second they step over the threshold, and 
it’s honestly exhausting. 


Being in constant fight or flight mode isn’t Peter’s definition of a good time. 


Gwen, Harry, Miles, and Peter all sit at a table near the back of the church. The uncomfortable 
silence that they fell into on the way there lingers, and Peter can’t help but search for Skip in the 
crowd of people. 


He’s honestly surprised that there are other adults and children there. It should be comforting to 
know that there actually is a volunteer group and it isn’t just something Skip made up, but Peter 
can’t force himself to relax. 


“We’re so excited to kick off this summer’s volunteer program!” 


The kids turn their attention to the front of the church when a cheery woman begins to address the 
group. 


“First of all, thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to come help out our church. We 
believe in giving back to the community, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.” 


Peter groans internally, tuning out the speech as he continues to look for Skip. 


Part of him hopes that the man simply isn’t there, but the rational side of him knows that the man 
wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to terrorize him. 


“-We’ll go out into the community later in the summer,” the woman continues, “but today we’ ll 
focus on small projects around the church.” 


Everyone around him nods in agreement, and the woman begins to delegate tasks, but Peter can’t 
stop the gears in his head from turning. 


Does he want a big job so other people will be around and Skip won’t be able to corner him, or 
does he want a small job so there are fewer people and Skip will be less likely to find him? Maybe 
there would be outdoor tasks- 


“You four in the back, can you clear the bulletin board out front?” 
Peter has to force himself to stand up and follow his foster siblings out to the lobby. 


“That was kind of... dramatic, wasn’t it? The argument earlier, | mean.” Gwen’s gentle question 
breaks the awkward silence. 


Peter frowns at the paper he’s tearing from the board, but to everyone’s surprise, Harry nods. 
“Yeah, sorry. I’ve just been really stressed lately, it’s not fair for me to take it out on you-” 


Peter giggles in spite of himself. 


Harry, Miles, and Gwen all stare at him like he’s grown a second head, but Peter can’t calm 
himself down. “Harry...” 


“What?” The boy arches an eyebrow. “Peter, are you okay?” 
“You’re preaching to the choir.” 


Peter’s giggles erupt into full-blown laughter, and Harry groans. “I'll kill you, Parker, I swear to 
God-” 


“Excuse me, boys,” a cold voice echoes through the lobby, making Peter’s heart drop in horror. 
“Please try your best not to use the Lord’s name in vain in a house of worship.” 


Harry pales, but Peter can barely process the words. 
How is it that Skip has this effect on him every time Peter sees him? 


“Tt doesn’t seem like you’re getting that much work done here,” Skip accuses. “This really isn’t a 
four person job, anyway. Peter, can you come help me file some papers in the office?” 


There’s no escape. 


Peter desperately wants to argue, to point out that filing papers is most definitely a one person job, 
but Skip’s expression leaves no room for negotiation. 


Wordlessly, he moves to stand at Skip’s side. He’d hate to cause a scene, after all. 


Skip places a hand on Peter’s back as he guides him toward the already familiar office, and it takes 
every ounce of restraint that Peter has not to scream. 


When the door clicks closed behind them, Peter tears himself away from the man. “What do you 
want from me?” 


The question escapes Peter’s lips without his permission, and Skip just grins. “Oh, come on. Don’t 
be mean-” 


“T’m serious. Why can’t you just leave me alone?” 


“You don’t really want that,” Skip purrs, taking a step closer to Peter. 


“Leave me alone,” Peter orders, internally cursing when his voice cracks. “I’m not a kid anymore, 
you can’t mess with me like that anymore-” 


“Can’t I?” Peter shudders as cold hands run up and down his body, pulling him in closer. “Peter, I 
think you’ ll find that I can do anything I want.” 


Peter shakes his head. “I- I'll tell Ross. He’ll let me stop coming here, the media would have a 
field day if I ever decided to come forward, and that’s the last thing he wants.” 


“You won’t tell the press,” Skip chuckles, calling Peter’s bluff. “As for Ross, I think you’d be 
interested to know that we had the most interesting conversation over the phone yesterday.” 


Peter’s stomach drops. “What?” 


Ross’s eyes light up at the sight of Peter’s obvious fear. “Well, I just had to intervene after what I 
heard from Mr. Osborn yesterday. Did you know that sodomy is a sin, Peter?” 


Peter chokes. “You’re one to talk-” 


His protest is cut off as Skip presses a finger against Peter’s lips. “When I caught wind that you 
might be going down the wrong path, I called Ross immediately. Did you know that he gave me 
his contact information so he could keep tabs on you?” 


He pauses as if he’s expecting Peter to respond, even though his hand is still on the boy’s mouth. 
“Anyway,” he chuckles, “Ross said he already knew about your little problem.” 


Peter’s mouth snaps open to protest, but Skip only tightens his grip, forcing his mouth shut. “He 
didn’t know what to do, but luckily for him, I know of a great residential program that can get rid 
of the sickness in your head.” 


Peter pulls himself from Skip’s grasp, eyes wide in horror. Is Skip actually talking about 
conversion therapy? “You can’t-” 


“Of course, that’s what I told Ross,” Skip interrupts. “You’d actually just be staying in my 
apartment for the summer. You’d have to pay rent, of course, but you’ll be so much better off.” 


“What?” Peter grips the door handle to steady himself. This can’t be happening, he has to be 
dreaming-” 


“T think you mean ‘thank you,’” Skip’s sneering voice cuts into Peter’s internal panic. “I’m doing 
you a favor here.” 


“T don’t believe you.” Peter’s tone is low, but he forces himself to look Skip in the eyes. “You’re 
lying, just like how you used to-” 


Skip chuckles. “Oh, Peter, we both know I’m not lying.” 


Peter hates to admit it to himself, but he wouldn’t put it past Ross. Besides, Miles had said that he 
saw Ross packing a bag of his things. 


When Peter still makes no move to acknowledge Skip’s claim, the man pulls out his cell phone and 


quickly presses a button. 


The phone rings for a few seconds, and when someone finally answers, Skip puts them on 
speakerphone. “Secretary Ross, I just wanted to confirm the details about tonight. I’m picking 
Peter up at your house?” 


Peter feels as if his blood’s gone cold when Ross’s voice answers. “Yes, that is correct.” 


“Great, I'll be there.” Skip smirks as he hangs up the phone, and the realization that what he’s 
experiencing is indeed real sends a wave of terror through Peter’s body. 


“Leave me alone!” Peter cries, tears pooling in his eyes. “You can’t do this.” 


He fumbles with the door handle, desperate to get out of the cramped room, and Skip’s laughter 
taunts him. “Ill see you tonight, Einstein.” 


Peter makes his way back to his foster siblings, but his mind is somewhere else for the rest of the 
afternoon. 


Peter’s hands shake as he stuffs clothes into his worn out backpack, taking special care to hide his 
Spider-Man gear at the bottom of the bag. 


Hours of thought have revealed that he really has no other choice. 
New York needs Spider-Man. 


There are alien weapons out there, and Peter’s the only one who knows about them. He’s thought 
about what happened at the bank, and the technology has to be powered by materials that aren’t 
from Earth, there’s no other explanation. 


To move in with Skip would mean giving up Spider-Man. There’s no way he’d get away with 
sneaking out half as much as he does at Ross’ house, and Spider-Man has to patrol. 


Not to mention Peter’s... personal issues with the idea of living with Skip. 
He’s just about to climb out the window when the bedroom door opens. “Peter?” 


The confusion in Harry’s voice is heartbreaking, but Peter doesn’t have time. Skip will arrive at 
any second, and he has to be gone. “Harry, listen to me.” 


The boy furrows his eyebrows, but doesn’t say anything. 
“T have no other choice,” Peter admits. “I don’t want to leave you guys, I really don’t but- 


“Then don’t,” Harry pleads. “You can’t just leave, that’s not how this works. I thought you knew 
that-” 


The sound of a car engine catches Peter’s attention, and he pales. “Harry, I have to go. I’m sorry, 
just,” Peter coughs, throat tight as he tries desperately to get the information across in the little time 
he has left. “Stop volunteering at the church. Or, if you can’t stop, stay away from Skip. Keep 
Miles and Gwen away from Skip, no matter what.” 


Harry opens his mouth to protest, but at that very second, Peter hears the front door open. “I’m 
sorry, Harry.” 


Harry stands in the doorway, wide-eyed, as Peter disappears into the night. 
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Peter presses the palms of his hands over his eyes, trying desperately to ignore his rumbling 
stomach. 


He walks aimlessly through the night, mind racing. Yes, his choice to leave was definitely selfish 
and cowardly, but should he go back? 


Peter only allows himself to entertain the idea for a few seconds. In reality, his foster siblings 
would be fine without him. Leaving is best for everyone involved, even if the realization has just 
hit him that being homeless with an enhanced metabolism is going to absolutely suck. 


He doesn’t entirely regret getting bitten by the spider, but some days, he gets pretty close. 


Walking aimlessly down the dark street, his stomach rumbling, it’s difficult for Peter to see the 
upside of his enhancement. 


Like always, the flash of doubt only worsens the guilt that’s made Peter’s brain its home. It’s 
impossible for him to write off the realization like he usually does when it pops into his head. 


Of course Peter loves being Spider-Man, being able to actually help people is a dream come true, 
but it’s overwhelming. 


He never asked for the power, yet here he is, scrambling to fulfil the responsibility. 
Failing, too, since he hasn’t found anything about his suspected underground weapons-dealers. 


It’s honestly pathetic, Peter realizes, that he’s so willing to put his own comfort over the lives of 
countless people. Here he is, hands in his pockets, feeling bad for himself while the lives of 
countless people are in danger, and he’s the only one that can save them. 


Yeah, his enhanced metabolism makes skipping meals unpleasant, but he just has to suck it up. It’s 
only been one meal, anyway, so there’s no reason for him to be this hungry. Anyway, Peter has 
more important things to do. 


Before he can talk himself out of it, Peter turns around and heads toward the library. For research, 
of course, although the prospect of heat and shelter definitely don’t hurt. 


A glance at the sign on the door reveals that it’s open until nine, and Peter breathes a sigh of relief. 
He has half an hour, he can find plenty of information in half an hour. 


There’s also the issue of where he’s actually going to go once the library does close, but Peter has 
more important things to worry about. 


He takes a seat in front of one of the computers, yawning as he gets to work. To start, he types the 


keywords “alien weapons,’ but all that leads to is links for bad sci-fi movies. 


Peter eventually buries himself in all the articles he can find about the Chitauri attack. Compiling a 
list of everyone who could possibly have access to alien power sources proves itself to be virtually 
impossible. The wreckage was blocked off from the public, sure, but it’s not like the borders of 
police tape were in any way secure. Any random passerby could have picked something up and 
messed around with it. 


Although, Peter quickly comes to realize, there are some people whose status made it ridiculously 
easy to mass-produce illegal weapons. 


Namely the workers in charge of cleaning up after the Avengers. 


“Five minute warning,” the librarian calls, but Peter’s too engrossed in his research to process her 
words. 


He’s able to find a list of people who are on the cleanup crew on the Stark Industries website 
pretty easily. Peter gets the names down in a messy scrawl on a scrap piece of paper before trying 
to research each person more thoroughly. 


His mouse hovers over the ‘internship opportunities’ tab of the website, but Peter can’t allow 
himself to click on it. 


It feels like he applied a thousand years ago. 


Back then, he was a regular kid. His biggest worry was protecting himself from Ross’s wrath, not 
protecting the world at large from the wrath of evil itself. 


Peter shakes his head at the thought. The concepts of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ are honestly childish, he’s 
realized. In reality, the lines are blurred. 


So maybe he doesn’t protect the world from evil, but he’s still obligated to try. Some misfortune is 
unavoidable, but some isn’t, and that’s enough for Peter. 


Anyway, he has more important things to worry about. The internship was a dream of the old Peter, 
born from dreams and a blissful lack of real responsibility, although he didn’t see it at the time. 


He stares angrily at the computer screen, willingly ignoring the fact that time is creeping by, 
bringing the library closer and closer to closing. Peter has to get to the bottom of this, he has to. 


To do anything else would be selfish. 
Peter jolts awake when a harsh hand places itself on his shoulder. 


He jumps up from the hard chair and whirls around to face his assailant, fists in the air. Blushing 
when he finds himself face to face with the librarian, he sighs in relief and lowers his hands. 


The librarian, however, doesn’t share in his relief. 
“Did you sleep here last night?” 


Peter’s mouth shoots open in confusion before he catches sight of the clock on the wall opposite to 
him. 


“T guess?” 
His answer sounds like a question, but Peter is too distracted by his own horror to care. 


How is it morning already? He was asleep in public for hours, anything could have happened. Why 
didn’t his spider sense wake him up? 


The librarian sighs. “You can’t just- please get out, kid.” 


Her voice is filled with such exasperation that Peter can’t bring himself to argue. Clutching his 
precious pages of information to his chest, he walks out the door, knees shaking. 


Peter’s lost. 


Physically, he knows exactly where he is, but he has nowhere to go. It’s terrifying, really. He has 
some money saved up from Delmar’s, but not nearly enough to support himself. 


A small part of him wonders if getting to move back in with Ross would be worth a few months of 
living with Skip. Yeah, it would obviously be terrible, but it’s not like he has many other options. 


Besides, his stomach is killing him. 


With Peter’s enhanced metabolism, it feels like he’s gone without food for a week when in reality 
it’s only been a day. He grasps his cramping stomach as he walks down the street, trying 
desperately to keep his discomfort off of his face as hunger pangs gnawing through his stomach. 


He’s never going to take food for granted again. 


After wandering around, Peter finds himself dangerously close to Hell’s Kitchen, where he vividly 
remembers MJ’s soup kitchen being. 


The idea of taking advantage of services not meant for him is almost as painful as the hunger itself. 
There are plenty of people more deserving of help than Peter, and who is he to practically take 
food out of their mouths? 


Still, every step brings him closer to his personal Garden of Eden. 


Peter needs food. It’s an objective fact that Spider-Man can’t patrol if he’s starving. Maybe taking 
food from the poor is a necessary evil. 


He cringes at the thought. Peter understands that he is poor, but it doesn’t feel like the same thing. 


Still, after a few minutes of wandering around, Peter finds himself staring at a sign that reads ‘Soup 
kitchen - grand opening! Thank you, Midtown Tech GSA.’ 


The mention of his school hits Peter like a punch in the stomach. That’s just one more thing for 
him to feel guilty about. 


Silently praying that no one he knows will be volunteering, Peter enters the building. There are a 
considerable amount of people there, but only a few are volunteers. The rest are eating out of 
styrofoam cups, some alone and others gathered in small groups. 


Luckily for Peter, a glance at the table reveals that none of the volunteers are kids from his school. 
He’d never live that one down. 


“Are you here for a meal?” 


Peter stares blankly as a brunette woman addresses him from behind the buffet-style counter, her 
hair swept up in a hairnet. After a few seconds of standing awkwardly in the doorway, his mind 
catches up with his body. “Oh, yep. Is... that okay?” he asks awkwardly, seconds away from 
running in the opposite direction. 


Instead of kicking him out, the woman's eyes crinkle, indicating that she’s smiling under the mask 
she’s wearing. “Of course! We only have a little soup left, but my associate is restocking now, so 
your timing is perfect!” 


Peter took a hesitant step forward. The tomato soup smells like heaven itself, and Peter’s stomach 
is rumbling like he hasn’t eaten in days. 


Which, Peter realizes, isn’t too far from the truth. 


“Be careful, it’s hot,” the woman warns him cheerfully as she ladles the rest of the soup into a 
paper cup, and her indistinct accent makes the words sound like waves rolling in the sea. 


Peter smiles thinly and goes to accept the cup, trying desperately to keep his hands from shaking, 
but he cringes as his fingers collide harshly with the hot metal pot. 


“Fuck!” 


He pulls his burned hand back to cradle it to his chest, and watches in horror as the woman’s hands 
shoot to cover her mouth, dropping the cup of soup. 


Time seems to move in slow motion. Peter’s spider sense screams at him to catch the cup, and 
before Peter knows what’s happening, his good hand grabs the cup right before it hits the ground. 


Peter and the woman stare at each other in shock for a second before Peter finally scurries away. 
Holy shit. 


He shouldn’t have done that. No normal person would have been able to catch a cup of soup 
milliseconds after getting what probably would be a pretty bad first-degree burn on someone 
without enhanced healing. 


Peter can only pray that the woman didn’t get too suspicious. Being identified as an enhanced 
individual definitely isn’t something that he needs right now. 


He sits down at the table farthest from where the woman is serving soup, and takes a sip from his 
own cup. Realistically, Peter knows that he’s drinking mediocre tomato soup from a paper cup, but 
it’s the most delicious thing that he’s ever eaten. 


To Peter’s dismay, the soup is gone mere seconds later. 


He can’t help himself from glaring at the cup, hoping that maybe if he concentrated hard enough 
he could bring the soup back, until he’s startled by a chuckle. 


“What did that cup ever do to you, kid?” 


Peter does his best not to flinch away as the owner of the gruff voice, a man with long hair and a 
baseball cap pulled low over his eyes, sits next to him. 


“T guess I’m just not ready to come to terms with the fact that I’m out of soup,” Peter jokes, forcing 
himself to look the man in the eye. 


“You're hungry?” 


The man’s question is simple, yet loaded. A lifetime of experience has taught Peter that there is 
only one right answer to that question. Admitting his hunger has only ever led to a sharp backhand 
followed by a lecture about how he’s ungrateful, and is just another mouth to feed when it’s 
already hard to put food on the table. 


Of course, May and Ben never did that, but his eating was less of a problem back then. 


Still, Peter nods. There’s no harm in indulging a stranger who just wants to make conversation, is 
there? 


“Here, I'll get you some more.” The response is accompanied by a kind smile, but Peter furrows 
his eyebrows. 


“Oh, no,” he protests. “I can’t just take your soup, you need that-” 


Peter’s arguments are cut off when the man shakes his head. “No, I’m a volunteer. You’re not 
taking anything away from me.” 


Peter gapes, face flushed with embarrassment. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to just assume like that, 
of course you’ re not-” 


“There’s nothing wrong with needing a hand, kid. I’m not offended.” His statement is firm, but the 
man’s eyes are still kind, although pity bleeds into his expression when Peter’s stomach rumbles 
loudly. “Just wait here, I’m getting you more soup.” 


Before Peter can argue any more, the man crosses the room to get more soup from the counter. He 
can’t help but feel guilty, seeing how the pot was just refilled and Peter’s already taking more, but 
he just doesn’t have the willpower to turn down the man’s offer. 


The man makes his way back to the table, and Peter doesn’t take his eyes off of the soup for a 
second. He may be desperate for food, but there’s no way he’s letting some stranger drug him. 


“Here you go, you look like you need it.” 


Peter frowns at that, but he accepts the soup, this time savoring it. There’s no telling when he’d get 
more food, and he draws the line at two cups. 


“T’m James, by the way,” the man tells him, breaking the awkward silence. “Wanda--the girl over 
there by the soup--tells me you could use some medical attention?” 


“Peter,” he replies automatically, wincing at the reminder of his burned hand. “And I’m okay.” 


James’s skeptical glance feels like sandpaper on his skin. “Really, it wasn’t that bad,” Peter 
promises, shoving his now barely-injured hand deeper into the pocket of his sweatshirt. “It'll 
heal.” 


The man raises an eyebrow at him, but doesn’t say anything. 


He seems like the quiet type, Peter notices. He’s also wearing gloves and a leather jacket in the 
middle of the summer, which puts Peter on edge. He knows he should probably leave it alone, but 
Peter can’t help prying. 


“So... what’s your deal?” 


James seems confused by the question, but the possibilities in Peter’s mind are endless. Is the man 
in an abusive relationship? Does he need help? Is this a Spider-Man situation? 


“T could ask you the same,” the man chuckles. “I’m just a guy.” 
Peter wrinkles his nose. “There has to be more than that! Like, why are you volunteering here?” 


James sighs. “I guess I know what it’s like to need help, and now that I’m in the position to provide 
it-” 


“-You feel obligated to do all you can,” Peter finishes for him. “That makes sense.” 
“Are you doing the talking, or am I?” James huffs, making Peter sink back into his chair. 


He should know this by now. No adult wants to hear his meaningless thoughts, Ross has done a 
spectacular job drilling that into his head. Why would a stranger at a random soup kitchen be any 
different? 


“You're right, though,” James admits softly, catching Peter’s attention. “What about you? What’s 
your deal, kid?” 


Peter pauses, uncomfortable with the sudden mood change. Where’s the lecture about respecting 
his elders? 


“T guess I’m also just a guy,” Peter ventures, making the man roll his eyes. 
“Please. You’re a kid.” 


Peter chuckles, and he can see the man suppress a smirk. “I’m serious,” James continues. “You’re 
not ‘just a guy,’ you’re a child. A whippersnapper. Use the correct terminology.” 


The man is amused, but his fixation with Peter’s age puts him on edge. “So?” 

“Never mind. Anyway, what’s your deal? Why are you here?” 

“T... was in a bad situation,” Peter decides to say. “Now I’m not.” 

The man’s raised eyebrow hurts Peter more than his hand. “Well- you know what I mean.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” James chuckles. “Hey, listen.” 


The change in tone makes Peter sit up, subconsciously preparing to be kicked out. He did take two 
cups of soup, after all. 


“You seem like a good kid, and you’re obviously having a rough time.” 


Peter opens his mouth to argue, but realizes that there’s not much he can say to disprove the man’s 
statement. 


“Will you let me help you out after my shift is done? I’m only here for, like, thirty more minutes. 
Anything you need, it’s yours.” 


Peter’s stomach sinks. “What’s the catch?” 
James’s expression softens. “No catch, kid. I just want to do all I can to help, just like you said.” 


Peter’s eyebrows raise, still skeptical of the man’s offer. “I don’t think I can accept anything,” he 
chokes out. “I’d feel bad, and anyway, I don’t know you. How do I know you’ re not some cold- 
blooded murderer?” 


“T’m not going to murder you.” 
James’s tone is a bit too serious for Peter’s liking, but his mouth stays firmly shut. 


Finally, the man sighs. “Just- do you want to go to the dog park? I was going to go anyway, and 
you wouldn’t be accepting anything except for the chance to just be a kid for a bit.” 


Peter can’t help but laugh out loud at James’s random suggestion. “The dog park?” 


For the first time in their short conversation, James blushes. “Yeah, it’s a nice place to go when 
you’re having a hard time. Public place, so you’d be safe, and I can even ask Wanda over there to 
join us if you’re still nervous” 


Peter considers the offer. What is there for him to lose? A morning at the dog park does sound 
nice, and if this guy does end up being weird, Peter’s literally Spider-Man. He can take care of 
himself. 


“Okay,” Peter nods, surprising even himself. “That sounds nice.” 


“You’re sure he’s a mutant?” Bucky looks at the teenager across the room, scepticism evident in 
his question, but Wanda nods. 


“T’m telling you, he burned his hand and then caught a cup of soup like it was nothing,” Wanda 
assures him. “He at least has enhanced reflexes, if not something else.” 


Bucky sighs. “Even if that’s true, are you sure we should interfere? I asked him to let us help like 
you said, but the kid’s better off on his own.” 


“You have to be kidding.” Wanda’s expression sharpens, her anger almost palpable. “He’s lonely! 
That kid is scared, I felt it. He at least deserves to know that he’s not alone-” 


“He knows!” Bucky hisses. ““Wanda, the entire world knows. Lagos, the UN, the whole ‘civil war’ 
thing in Germany- it’s very clear that the world is aware that enhanced people exist.” 


“That’s just another reason why we have to help him!” Wanda exclaims. “You, of all people, 
should understand how terrifying this kind of thing can be. We don’t know what’s going on with 
him, what if it’s HYD-” 


“Lower your voice,” Bucky growls. “You’re going to get us both sent to the Raft, and Steve won’t 
be able to get us out of the situation this time.” 


“Plus, he’d skin you alive,” Wanda teases. “He seems like he’s seconds away from buying a 
backpack-leash for you.” 


Bucky blushes. “Can’t really blame him, considering.” 


“Tt’s fine, B- James,” Wanda assures him, expression softening. “We’re being careful, nothing’s 
going to happen.” 


“Like your stupid hairnet and mask are going to do anything to keep people from recognizing you,” 
Bucky scoffs. 


“At least ’'m trying,” Wanda points out. “Anyway, it’s worked so far, hasn’t it?” 


“You know, when you said we’d be providing inventory for a new soup kitchen, I didn’t think 
we’d actually have to stick around for more than a few minutes,” Bucky complains, rubbing the 
soft fabric of his shirt anxiously between his gloved fingers. “Steve’s going to go berserk when he 
finds out what we’re doing here, you promised it would be in-and-out.” 


Wanda cringes and drops her eyes to the floor. 


As much as they joke about it, it has been hard for Bucky and Steve to develop a good balance 
after being separated for so long. Steve’s fear that Bucky will be ripped away from him again is 
terrifyingly real, and Wanda hates that she’s putting them all even more at risk. 


“T know, I’m sorry. The organizer was two volunteers short, and I panicked-” 


“Tt’s fine,” Bucky interrupts her. “Just- that’s my point. Why bring Peter into this? For all we 
know, he could be living a normal life.” 


“He could be suffering,” Wanda points out. “You can’t tell me you don’t at least want to make sure 
he’s okay.” 


“Bad things happen in the world, that doesn’t mean we’re responsible for fixing everything.” 


Wanda raises an eyebrow. “You’re the one who invited him to a dog park, you weirdo. I’ve spent 
enough time with you to see that this is just about as caring as you get. Besides, he hasn’t 
recognized either of us yet, so it’s safe, right?” 


Bucky shrugs, but decides not to argue any further. 

He knows when he’s beaten. 

Peter jumps when he senses two people approaching him from behind. 
“Woah, relax. It’s just us.” 


His body automatically relaxes at James’s gravelly tone, which is concerning. He just met this 
man, why does his spider sense already trust him? 


That’s either a very good or very bad thing. Peter can’t figure out which. 
“Hi, Peter,” the pretty brunette from before greets him. “I’m W... Gwanda.” 


Peter’s eyebrows furrow as he looks at James in confusion. “I thought you said her name is 
Wanda?” 


The man perks up in alarm. “Did I? I don’t think so, you must have misheard me.” 


Peter nods, still not entirely convinced. “So, dog park?” 


Wanda chuckles. “Isn’t it weird? I never understood it, but James insists on going all the time.” 


“Tt’s not weird,” Bucky argues. “The dogs are cute! I’m allowed to have things that make me 
happy, Gwanda.” 


Wanda’s expression softens in a way that goes over Peter’s hand. “Of course you are.” 


“T don’t think it’s weird,” Peter admits softly. “I didn’t know you were allowed in a dog park 
without a dog.” 


“What are they going to do, kick us out?” Wanda’s tone is light, but in reality, the fear of getting 
caught in public is a terrifying weight crushing both her and James. “Besides, James knows the dog 
parks. He picked this one specifically because it will be less crowded.” 


Peter nods, but he pauses as the two adults step up to the gate. “We’re seriously going to a dog 
park? You’ re not, like, secretly going to call child services?” 


James shakes his head slowly. “Kid, I don’t really know how to say this, but I’d never do that to 
you. I’d never do anything to hurt you.” 


Wanda practically squeals, breaking the strange mood that has fallen between the pair. “Oh my 
god, James, was that emotion?” 


James pulls his baseball cap lower over his eyes and mutters, “shut up,” before letting himself into 
the park. 


“He’s usually a pretty stoic guy, so I hope you know he’s basically adopted you at this point.” 
Peter blushes at Wanda’s statement, hating the fact that the fantasy didn’t seem too bad. 


How pathetic is it that Peter trusts this stranger more than any adult he’s come into contact with 
since Ben and May died? 


Wordlessly, Peter lets himself into the enclosure behind James, unsure of how to respond to the 
woman. 


A playful German Shepherd pounces on Peter as soon as he steps inside. 


The owner immediately runs over, horror painting their face, but Peter’s in heaven. The dog paws 
at his torso and licks at his face, and Peter has never felt more alive. 


“Let me help you up,” a familiar voice chuckles, and Peter looks up to see James smiling down at 
him. 


“But the puppy,” Peter pouts, accepting the man’s extended hand. 
It feels strange, almost too solid, but Peter doesn’t allow his mind to linger on that. 


“That ‘puppy’ is your size, Peter,” Wanda chastises him. “Of course James would find a kid with 
no self-preservation instincts.” 


Peter grins sheepishly before greeting another dog that’s wagging its tail in excitement. “They’re 
all so cute!” 


Part of Bucky tells him to stop the teen, avoid the scene that the kid is making with the dogs, but 
he can’t bring himself to. Instead, he asks a question that surprises all three of them. 


“Where are you staying, Peter?” 
Peter freezes mid-pet, much to the disdain of his new friend. “What?” 
“Do you have a safe place to live?” 


Peter shrugs, the expression on his face practically shattering Bucky’s heart. “I- you’re a stranger, I 
can’t tell you where I live. Stranger danger and all that,” he jokes, a grim expression still on his 
face. 


To be honest, Bucky is seconds away from asking the kid to crash at his and Steve’s place, just for 
a little bit. Yeah, it was supposed to be a secure apartment, but he can’t just leave the kid by 
himself. 


The more rational side of him knows that it’s impossible, no matter how bad he feels for the kid. 
Being enhanced alone, unaware of anything that’s going on, is excruciatingly lonely. Bucky 
imagines that being a teenager and having to figure it out alone is even worse. 


There’s just too much on the line. It’s too dangerous. 


Instead, he says, ““They’re getting ready to renovate an apartment building in Queens, demolition’s 
probably not scheduled for a few weeks. That would be a good place to squat, I'll give you the 
address.” 


Peter nods, wide-eyed, and Bucky pulls out a beaten up burner phone. “Here, I had the address 
saved... just in case, you know.” 


He hands the phone over to Peter, and the kid can’t believe his eyes. There, on the screen, is the 
address for his old apartment building. His home that he shared with his aunt and uncle. 


“What?” Wanda asks, sensing Peter’s unease. “Is something wrong?” 


Peter forces a smile and shakes his head. “Everything’s okay. Just- I want to pet the dogs a little 
longer. I'll check out the building later.” 
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The sight of his old apartment building takes Peter back to a simpler time. 


A time before the spider bite, when superheroes lived on an unreachable pedestal in Peter’s young 
mind. 


What wouldn’t he give to go back? 


Scaling the building is a piece of cake, and the soup in his stomach makes Peter feel like a whole 
new person. 


He drops down onto a familiar fire escape and takes a deep breath before crawling through the 
window. Peter can’t seem to shake off the weird feeling that he gets when he finally sees his 
childhood bedroom for the first time since everything changed. 


His bed is gone. 


All of the furniture in the room is missing, dust bunnies and scraps of paper littering the ground in 
their place. Presumably, the rest of the furniture in the apartment is gone as well, and it’s enough to 
make the tears in Peter’s eyes threaten to spill over. 


He knows it’s stupid to get worked up over furniture of all things, but that was the bed he grew up 
sleeping in. His aunt and uncle had read him stories in that bed, and stayed up with him when he 
was sick, and it’s gone just like that. 


Of course, Skip personally saw to it that Peter also has a few not-so-nice memories of that bed, but 
it’s hard to think rationally when he’s filled with such overwhelming loneliness. 


He can’t help but wonder if this is all that life is. If he’s just destined to forever have people, 
situations, and objects leave his life as suddenly as they enter it. 


Yeah, maybe his life isn’t terrible, but the good aspects of life feel like a stone dropped into a vast 
sea. It’s enough to make ripples, displace the water for a second, but the water reliably returns to its 
original state almost immediately after. 


Being in the old apartment is almost unbearable. 


Every time Peter turns a corner, it’s like he’s expecting to see May watching TV in the living room 
or Ben reading the paper at the kitchen table. The constant disappointment of realizing that he’s 
truly alone in life is enough to make Peter want to scream. 


Is he alone? Usually, Peter would remind himself that he has his foster siblings, so of course he’s 
not alone, but it’s getting hard to convince himself that it’s true. 


He basically abandoned them. 


Peter understands that he would have left either way, but he can’t help thinking that he should have 
found another way. Without him there to act as a buffer, who knows what’s happening to them? 
Especially since his sudden departure had undoubtedly made Ross angry. 


Peter imagines Gwen bending over Ross’s bed, stomach churning with dread as she listens to Ross 
unbuckle his belt, and it’s almost enough to make him sick. 


It’s all his fault. They’re suffering, and it’s because of him. 


Peter wracks his brain for a way that Spider-Man can make a home visit without revealing his 
identity, but quickly gives up. 


It’s just too risky. 


He tries to take his mind off of his foster siblings, if only for his own sanity, and his mind 
eventually floats to the man from this morning. 


Peter’s sure he knows them from somewhere. Their faces are just too familiar, there’s no way he’s 
never seen them before. He wonders briefly if they could be stalking him, and that’s why he 
knows their faces, but it just doesn’t make sense. 


His spider sense didn’t think that James and Gwanda were a threat to him. Anyway, he’d know if 
he had a stalker. 


The problem is, Peter can’t figure out what they want from him. His presence at a soup kitchen 
makes it pretty clear that he has nothing of worth. It’s possible that they’re just predators, and 
therefore not after material goods, but that still doesn’t make sense. 


They took him to a dog park. 


Peter shakes his head, trying to snap himself out of the weird mood he’s been in ever since he 
entered the apartment. They were just two weird strangers, and he’s never going to see them again. 
That should be the end of it. 


Still, Peter can’t keep himself from thinking about the man. 


His haunted expression is burned into Peter’s memory. His eyes filled with a strange mixture of 
sincerity and doubt, almost hidden by the low brim of his baseball cap. 


Peter squeezes his eyes shut, trying to get the image out of his head. People come and go from his 
life, and James isn’t any different. He shouldn’t care. 


He places his backpack on the ground with a huff. 


Sorting through his things, Peter quickly pulls out his notes from the library and sets them aside. 
That’s what he should be focusing his attention on. Not memories, or strangers, or dog parks. 


If he was more responsible, he would have stopped at the kitchen for a quick cup of soup before 
patrolling. 


Peter frowns as he shuffles through his bag, hands running over the seams of the few t-shirts he’d 
been able to shove into the bag in his haste. 


Of course he had to run away right after giving all his money to Harry for groceries. Classic Parker 
luck. 


He doesn’t have his phone either. 


Peter groans at the realization. How did it take him this long to notice? Ross still has his phone 
from when he took it away yesterday. 


He carefully puts everything back, making a mental note to ask Mr. Delmar for an advance on his 
next paycheck. He can’t rely on the soup kitchen, and food costs money. 


That thought, of course, sends Peter into another spiral. 


What the hell is he doing? Sooner or later, the building’s renovation is going to start, and he’ ll have 
to find somewhere else to stay. There’s no way he can get his own place, the idea’s practically 
laughable. 


Part of Peter wonders if he should go back to Ross’s. 


A glance into his childhood bedroom convinces Peter that he should absolutely not go back to 
Ross’s. It’s actually considerably difficult for Peter to force himself not to get as far away from 
Skip as humanly possible, so willingly subjecting himself to a summer in the man’s house is out of 
the question. 


He could call his social worker, Peter reasons, but chances are she’d just take him back to Ross’s. 
Peter sighs, curling up on the ground. 

It’s hopeless. Peter’s doomed, and there’s no reason for him to continue to deny that fact. 

He can’t continue like this for much longer. 

When Peter wakes up the next morning, it takes him a second to remember where he is. 


He sits up, back sore from sleeping on the ground, and glances around for his foster siblings before 
he remembers that he’s asleep in his childhood apartment. More specifically, on the floor of the 
kitchen in his childhood apartment. 


Peter screws his eyes shut, allowing himself to imagine only for a moment that he’s still living with 
his aunt and uncle. 


He and Ben had just finished building a blanket fort in the kitchen, and despite May’s protests, 
she’s smiling too. 


‘Don’t be such a downer, May,’ Ben would say. ‘It’s comfortable in here, see?’ 


May would laugh, shaking her head at Ben’s antics, and crawl into the fort behind them. She’d 
settle on the other side of Peter, and he’d smile as he is sandwiched between his two favorite 
people. 


“You’re cleaning all this up,’ May would warn, the smile never leaving her face as she and Ben 
wrap Peter in a warm embrace. 


He feels so safe. A calm washes over him, he feels truly content for the first time since May and 
Ben died- 


The fantasy shatters as his wristwatch beeps, signalling that it’s time for Peter to go to work. 


Peter groans, forcing himself to get up. It’s probably for the best, he figures. There’s no use in 
dwelling in fantasies, especially since it’s literally impossible for them to come true. 


He spends the entirety of his relatively short commute to the bodega wondering why he ever 


agreed to work morning shifts. 
*Peter!” 
Mr. Delmar’s cheery tone is enough to put a small smile on Peter’s face. 


“Hey, it’s my second-favorite coworker!” Peter exclaims, dropping his backpack so he can stroke 
Murph’s soft ears. 


“Tm your boss, kid,” the man reminds him, but the fond grin on his face puts Peter at ease. 
“Yeah, yeah.” 


Peter gives Murph one last pat before letting himself behind the counter, tying an apron behind his 
back as he does. 


“The whole Spider-Man thing last weekend was crazy, huh? Flo’s shop is practically burned to the 
ground.” 


Peter stops in his tracks, guilt immediately washing over him. “Yeah, someone has to stop that 
Spider-Man, it’s a miracle that no one was hurt-” 


“No, kid,” Mr. Delmar interrupts him, eyebrows furrowed. “Don’t tell me you believe that shit 
they say about him in the news. He’s a good guy, he came to make sure I was alright.” 


Peter frowns, his guilt only growing. “What do you mean? You wouldn’t have needed to be saved 
if it weren’t for him, right?” 


The man sighs. “I guess that’s true, but at least he takes responsibility for his actions, you know? 
That’s more than you can say about a lot of the heroes you see nowadays.” 


“You think he’s a hero?” 


A strange sensation floods Peter’s chest as the question leaves his mouth. He’s not a hero by any 
means, but it’s actually kind of a freeing sensation for Peter to finally have someone understand his 
motives. 


“As much of a hero as any man could be, I guess,” Mr. Delmar replies. ““He saved Murph, too. I 
thought that would have made him a saint in your eyes.” 


Peter can't help but chuckle dryly at that. “I do love Murph.” 


Mr. Delmar pats him on the back, and Peter barely suppresses a flinch. “I’m going to go next door 
and see if Flo needs anything, stay here and watch the store.” 


“Okay, let me know if I can help with anything,” Peter calls out as his boss leaves, guilt threatening 
to consume him. 


Peter pulls on a pair of gloves, giggling as he watches Murph hop down from the counter and pad 
to his usual spot near the window, basking in the morning sun that’s just beginning to peek 
through. 


He can’t help but hope that the store is this empty for the entire morning. Yeah, Peter understands 
that the bodega needs to make money, but he just doesn’t have the mental capacity to deal with the 
general public. 


A regular customer or two would be okay, he figures, but it’s already taking a considerable amount 
of willpower for Peter not to curl up under the counter and go to sleep. He could never do that to 
Mr. Delmar, though. The man has been nothing but good to him, and Peter’s grateful, but 
sometimes he wishes the man was mean enough to justify sneaking a sandwich or two. 


He looks around the shop, searching desperately for something to think about other than the 
overwhelming dread surrounding the fact that he’s going to have to return to Ross’s sooner or later. 


Peter gratefully allows his attention to shift back to Murph, who is just beginning to pur. 


He can’t help but smile at the sight. Murph is happy, and that alone is enough to make a warm 
feeling surge in his chest. 


Murph startles as the bell rings, signaling that the door has opened. 


“Mr. Delmar, is everything okay next door?” Peter asks, not taking his eyes off of the majestic cat 
in the window. 


When his question is met with silence, Peter finally looks up, and his stomach drops in horror. 
The customer staring back at him is none other than Flash Thompson. 


“Sorry, what can I get you?” Peter corrects himself, quickly putting on his best customer service 
voice. 


His fantasy that Flash would just pretend not to know him and continue the interaction like normal 
crashes down around him as Flash’s face contorts into a mean smirk. 


“Penis? I didn’t know you worked here.” 


The boy’s cruel tone sends a shiver down Peter’s spine. “What can I get you?” he asks again 
through gritted teeth, silently praying that Mr. Delmar would walk through the door and make 
Flash leave. 


“T’m still thinking,” Flash dismisses. “Why do you even have this job? I thought you signed up for 
the Stark Internship.” 


Peter has to suppress a groan at Flash’s innocent question. The easy answer is he works because he 
needs the paycheck, but it’s too humiliating to say that outright. 


“The internship is for the school year,” he says instead. “I thought you signed up, shouldn’t you 
know that?” 


Flash’s eyes narrow at the hidden jab to his intelligence, but instead of blowing up, he turns up his 
nose and smirks. “Of course, I’m not an idiot. I’m spending my summer studying and doing 
volunteer work, which in my opinion, is the smarter thing to do. Tony Stark would no doubt prefer 
community service and high test scores to some shitty minimum wage fast food job.” 


Peter frowns, struggling to maintain the facade of professionalism. “Are you ready to order?” 


Flash clicks his tongue. “Okay, I’ll take a number four. Not toasted, since I know your clumsy ass 
would burn it anyway.” 


Peter sighs as he punches the order into the register. “That will be four ninety-five, how will you 
be paying?” 


He has to suppress a sigh as Flash pulls a fucking Platinum card from his wallet and waves it in his 
face. 


“Okay, one second,” Peter says in his cheeriest voice, internally thanking Mr. Delmar for fixing 
the chip reader. 


Flash pays, pressing the ‘no tip’ option on the card reader without a second thought, and Peter tries 
to keep his face neutral as he waits for the payment to process. 


Peter can’t fault himself when he grabs the receipt as soon as it prints and practically throws it at 
the boy, wanting to get away from the entire situation as soon as possible. “Pll get that right out for 
you-” 


“Could I get a cup for water?” 


Peter’s retreat to the kitchen is halted by Flash’s request, and without a second thought, Peter hands 
over a cup before continuing to make the sandwich. 


He rolls his eyes as the sound of Flash talking on the phone fills the small shop. The only thing 
keeping Peter sane is the knowledge that one can only stay in a bodega for so long, meaning Flash 
will eventually leave. 


Making the sandwich is pretty easy, and the process is only made simpler by the request for it not 
to be toasted. 


“Take that, fucker,” he whispers under his breath, barely resisting the urge to spit in the sandwich. 
Peter may be cliché sometimes, but that would be dramatic even for him. 
“Number four, not toasted,” Peter calls, even though Flash is the only one in the store. 


The boy comes up to the counter and takes his sandwich, a frown plastered on his face. “Ice 
machine’s broken,” he grunts, glaring at Peter as if he purposely broke the machine just so he 
would have to go without it. 


“Sorry about that,” Peter says lightly, biting his tongue when he sees that the drink that Flash just 
slammed onto the counter is Pepsi, not water. 


Of fucking course. 


“Fill it up, rookie,” Flash orders, the shadow of a smirk turning the corners of his lips upward. “I 
don’t have all day.” 


Peter wordlessly grabs the cup, practically shaking with anger as he goes to put ice in the soda. 
“Yeah, I don’t know. I swear it’s him, I guess he’s broke or something?” 


Flash’s conversation on the phone is loud enough that Peter thinks he’d probably be able to hear it 
from the kitchen even if he didn’t have enhanced hearing. 


“Tt’s kinda selfish of him, don’t you think?” Flash continues. “I mean, some of us actually have 
academic aspirations, and his goals obviously just aren’t the same.” 


Peter wants to scream. Instead, he scoops ice into the cup of stolen Pepsi, silently willing Flash’s 
conversation to move away from the subject of his financial issues. 


When has Peter ever gotten what he wants? 


“You know I’m right. Academic decathlon, band, robotics club? If I hadn’t stepped up, the 
decathlon team would have lost nationals. It’s the same with robotics, and you know the band 
program is suffering. While the rest of us are working our asses off to appeal to colleges, he’s off 
in an entirely different world.” 


Peter bursts out of the kitchen and practically slams the drink onto the counter, desperate to end 
Flash’s conversation with whoever is on the other end of the line. 


“The soft drink will be a dollar twenty-five,” Peter informs him monotonously, which only makes 
the smirk on the boy’s face grow. 


“Yeah, he’s not even good at it. Like, how hard could making sandwiches be?” 
Flash chuckles and walks off with the drink, disregarding Peter’s demand for money. 


Peter can’t deal with it anymore. He storms into the kitchen, pressing his palms over his eyes, and 
just stands there. His hands cool his flushed face, and he stays motionless even when the ringing of 
the bell indicates that someone else has entered. 


It could also mean that Flash left, but Peter’s not about to take that chance. 
“Hey, kid.” 
Peter perks up as Mr. Delmar walks into the kitchen. “How’s everything over here?” 


“Fucker put Pepsi in a water cup and didn’t tip,” Peter grumbles, crossing his arms and pouting like 
a petulant child. 


Mr. Delmar groans. “With everything that’s happened lately, you’d think people would have some 
humanity.” 


Peter snorts. “I don’t know if ‘humanity’ is in Flash’s vocabulary.” 

“You know him? From where, school?” 

“Yeah, he goes to my school. Fucking asshole-” 

Peter’s cut off as Mr. Delmar storms out of the kitchen. 

“Hey!” 

The man’s sharp voice cuts through the walls of the shop, and Peter has to stifle a giggle. 
“Hey, asshole! You’re seriously stealing from me?” 


Peter watches through the window as Flash shoots out of his chair, and the jarring sound of the 
legs scraping against the tile floor startle Murph enough for him to jump down from where he had 
been sleeping in the sun. 


“T didn’t-” 
“The drink is a dollar twenty-five, ’'m not asking again.” 


Peter smirks as Flash digs around in his pockets, slamming two dollars onto the table. “I want my 


change” 
Mr. Delmar laughs. “No, kid, that’s the tip.” 


He grabs the two bills from the table, and Peter revels in the dumbstruck expression on Flash’s 
face. 


“Thank you, have a good day.” 


Flash storms out of the store, and Peter lets himself out of the kitchen, practically doubled over in 
laughter. 


“Here you go,” Mr. Delmar grunts as he opens the register and takes three quarters, promptly 
pressing them into Peter’s hand. 


Peter smiles. “You didn’t have to do that, it was honestly fine-” 


“He had it coming,” the man cuts him off, and Peter can’t really disagree with him. “He messes 
with you at school?” 


“Yeah, sometimes,” Peter admits, staring at the floor. 
Mr. Delmar quiets. 


Finally, after a few seconds of awkward silence, he puts a gentle hand on Peter’s shoulder. “I know 
you, Peter. You’re one hundred times smarter than that little shit.” 


Peter laughs. “I don’t know about that-” 
“Tm serious! As far as I’m concerned, you’ re the best kid in that fancy school you go to.” 


“Not for long,” Peter beams proudly, suppressing a snort at the man’s puzzled expression. “Gwen, 
my foster sister, applied for a scholarship. She’ll start in August if it’s approved, and I have no 
doubt that it will be.” 


The man smiles. “Well, how about that? Two geniuses in one family. Maybe she’ ll finally stand up 
to that kid for you.” 


Mr. Delmar gestures to the door, and the mention of Flash makes Peter groan. “You’re probably 
right. ll just have to keep them separate.” 


“Would it really be such a bad thing if she got him to leave you alone?” 


Peter cringes at the question. Physically, he could stop Flash from picking on him in a heartbeat, 
but that would entail hurting a civilian. An annoying one at that, but he still can’t do it in good 
conscience. 


“T dunno,” Peter shrugs. “I don’t want her to have to take care of me.” 
“Ts being taken care of really the end of the world?” 
Peter frowns. He’s never really thought about it that way. 


“T guess not.” 


Peter makes his way back to the apartment complex once his shift is over, backpack slung over his 
shoulder. 


He almost goes back to the soup kitchen, desperate to get any extra calories he can before 
patrolling, but Peter can’t. 


He already ate at work, and besides, it would be weird to take food twice in one day. 


As hard as it is to admit to himself, Peter’s just beginning to think that a large part of why he wants 
to go back is to see James and Gwanda again. The realization is honestly terrifying. 


Peter shouldn’t rely on them. It’s honestly pathetic that he’s able to build attachment after a few 
mere minutes of conversation. 


He can’t keep himself from chuckling humorlessly as he scales the apartment building, slipping 
into his old bedroom window. 


How pathetic can one person get? 


Yeah, Peter knows he’s not exactly thriving in the department of human interaction right now, but 
this is a new low. 


He sets his backpack down on the dusty floor, and pulls out the crumpled piece of paper with his 
bits and pieces of research from the library. Familiar guilt washes over him at the mental reminder 
that he should have been getting more information yesterday morning, not becoming emotionally 
attached to two strangers. 


Peter squints, trying his hardest to put everything together, but the scribbled list of names just isn’t 
enough. 


He needs more research. 


For what feels like the thousandth time, Peter curses himself for leaving without his phone. Yeah, 
taking it back from Ross without permission would end up making his life literal hell at some 
point, but he needs access to the internet. 


Being able to talk to his friends and foster siblings would also be great. 


Peter can’t keep himself from groaning as he realizes that he’ Il have to go back to the library to get 
more information. Usually, he’d love the library, but being caught sleeping in it was pretty 
embarrassing. Facing the librarian after that isn’t exactly Peter’s idea of a good time. 


Unfortunately, the issue is bigger than him at this point. The weapons are out there, and they’re 
dangerous. 


Peter practically shudders as he remembers how Flo’s shop ended up, and that was just an accident. 
He doesn’t even want to imagine what could happen if someone gets ahold of the technology with 
the intent to cause harm. 


He can only hope that Mr. Stark got his message. His phone is still in the drawer of Ross’s desk, so 
he has no way of knowing for sure. 


Peter doesn’t know why he’s so worried. Tony’s a superhero, he’s not going to let a petty grudge 
get in the way of saving lives. 


To be honest, he’s more worried about Tony simply ignoring him. 


Which, in any other circumstance, Peter would be totally fine with. He made a choice that the man 
didn’t like, and now he has to deal with the consequences. 


The difference is that this situation puts countless people in danger. 


Yeah, maybe it was shitty of Peter to fly all the way to Germany and then refuse to fight, but his 
options all sucked. Go to Germany and fight for reasons he didn’t exactly understand, or have Tony 
Stark tell his abusive foster father where he goes every night when he sneaks out through the 
bathroom window. Neither choice is ideal. 


Maybe he should go to Stark Tower to tell him in person, just to make sure. He can’t do this alone, 
and alerting Tony to the situation could save lives. 


Peter exhales, gathering the papers and stuffing them back into the bag. He’Il patrol, but it’s 
unlikely that he’ Il actually find anything- 


He freezes as his spider sense practically screams at him, warning Peter of danger. 
He looks around wildly, unable to tell what the problem is, until he finally glances out the window. 


In the distance, his enhanced vision can barely make out a blue glow near the horizon, the exact 
same color as the laser that burned the flower shop to the ground. 


He’s never put on the Spider-Man suit so fast. 


Not bothering to close the window behind him, Peter leaps out of the building, using his webs to 
sail towards the light. 


He has a terrible feeling about this. 
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Peter’s heart is practically in his throat as he swings towards the light. 
It’s the alien technology, it has to be. 


His stomach rumbles as he flies through the cool night air, and Peter’s beginning to regret his 
decision not to ask Mr. Delmar for a sandwich. 


He pushes through, eyes narrowing as he gets closer to the light. 
Suddenly, he shoots a web, and it doesn’t attach to anything. 


“Puck,” he curses under his breath as he realizes that he’s heading towards the suburbs, which 
means there’s nothing for him to swing on. 


He tumbles onto the ground, barely catching himself on his shaking arms, and starts running. 


Peter’s legs begin to burn almost immediately, but he can’t slow down. If people died because he 
couldn’t get there in time, Peter would never be able to forgive himself. 


He bounds through a golf course, desperate to get closer to the source of the light, and silently 
curses rich people’s need for empty fields of grass. Would a tree or two kill them? 


Running sucks, especially when Peter’s barely eaten anything all day. 
He really has to get on that. 


Peter’s entire body burns, cells seemingly screaming that they need fuel, but he has more important 
things to think about. 


He comes up to an underpass, and freezes when he sees a truck parked on the road. 


Peter silently jumps up onto the bridge, and tries to figure out what’s going on without alerting the 
men to his presence. 


There are a couple men, most of them scuttling around like mice in a kitchen, but one in particular 
catches Peter’s attention. He’s brandishing the biggest gun that Peter thinks he’s ever seen, a 
wicked grin on his face. 


“Here, look at this,” he instructs the man standing next to him, widening his stance and pointing 
the gun at a nearby bush. 


Peter’s spider sense spikes, and he has to muffle a gasp when the weapon practically vaporizes its 
target, leaving only fire in its wake. 


“We’re demonstrating them in the open now?” one of the men complains under his breath before 
getting back to work. 


“This is made of genuine Ultron vibranium,” the man ignores the complaint and continues, 
practically shoving the weapon into the other man’s hands. “Straight from Sokovia. Here, you try.” 


Despite himself, Peter smiles. He was right, and now he knows where the people from the bank got 
their weapons. 


The other man seems apprehensive, but Peter can’t help but think he’s seen him somewhere before. 


Maybe he’s just going crazy. First James and Gwanda, but now this guy? Why does everyone Peter 
meets seem familiar? 


“Why are you trying to upsell me, man,” the man holding the gun asks, the frown on his face 
growing. “I’m looking for something low-key, I don’t want to send anyone back in time.” 


The other man nods eagerly, digging around in the back of the van. “We have what you need. 
Shockers, blasters, climbers-”’ 


“Climbers?” The customer’s eyebrow raises, surprise evident in his tone. 

“Times are changing, man. We’re the only one selling these high-tech weapons.” 

The man opens his mouth to respond, but before he can, Peter’s stomach gives an almighty growl. 
“Did you hear that?” 

Peter pales, pressing himself against the bridge. 


“Probably just an animal or something,” the worker dismisses. “Let’s get a move on, we shouldn’t 
stay here for too long-” 


“No!” the man showing the weapons interrupts, fixing the customer with a dangerous glare. “Did 
you set us up?” 


The man says nothing, and after a second of silence, Peter’s spider sense surges again. 
“You set us up?” the man yells, brandishing a gun at the customer. 


Time seems to stop. Peter can’t sit here and watch someone get shot, it would be like May and Ben 
all over again. 


Before he knows what he’s doing, Peter jumps down from the bridge. “Hey, if you’re going to 
shoot at someone, shoot at me.” 


Peter chuckles to himself. At least he can’t be hungry if he’s dead. 


The man with the gun turns, milliseconds away from putting a bullet through Peter’s head, when he 
quickly knocks it away with a web. “No, that’s not fair,” he jokes, groaning as the men scramble to 
get in the van. 


“Come on! I’m not done with you guys,” Peter calls, shooting a web from each of his wrists and 
clinging onto the van for dear life. He can’t let the weapons get away, they could be dangerous- 


Peter’s heart practically stops when he hears the van start. Maybe he didn’t think this all the way 


through. 


The asphalt scrapes his back and legs painfully, no doubt tearing holes through his homemade 
Spider-Man suit. That’s going to be a bitch to replace. 


“Wait!” he yells, wincing as he slams into a car. 


Just when he thinks things can’t get worse, the guy from before sticks his head out the back of the 
van. 


Peter’s body fills with terror when he realizes that he’s holding the same high-tech gun as before. 


“Please!” He ducks as much as he can, the beam of energy just barely missing his head. The 
rational side of him is screaming to just let go, end the unbearable pain of being dragged behind a 
speeding van, but Peter can’t force himself to. 


He’s so close, he just has to hold on for a little longer. 


Peter’s spider sense practically explodes into action, but by the time he looks up, it’s too late. One 
of the van doors is flying at his head, and when it collides with him, his feeble body is thrown off 
of the moving van like a rag doll. 


He desperately wants to lay there, nursing his various injuries, but he can’t. 


Peter forces himself to get up, ribs screaming in protest, and he sprints through the front yard of the 
house his body was discarded in front of. 


He knows the road curves and comes back in the other direction, so he just has to cut through a few 
peoples yards to intercept the van. 


What’s a little bit of trespassing in the grand scheme of things? 


Peter bursts through the wooden fence, wincing as he leaves a Peter-sized hole in someone else’s 
property. It’s fine, he tries to convince himself. He’s in the suburbs, these people can afford to 
repair their fences. 


A dog runs up to him, and the fact that he can’t stop to pet it breaks Peter’s heart. “I’m so sorry, I 
can’t play right now.” 


He bursts through the fence on the other side of the property, and to his embarrassment, Peter finds 
himself in someone else's backyard. 


“Smells good,” he yells awkwardly at the man barbecuing, not stopping. He has to get to the road 
before the van does. 


He jumps over this fence, not wanting to break the man’s property when he’s standing right there. 


In the next yard, there’s a group of people watching a movie, but that’s not what first catches 
Peter’s attention. He breathes a sigh of relief when he notices that the next backyard has trees. 
“Nice movie,” he comments, swinging over the other side of the fence. 


Gracelessly, he lands on a tent. 
He struggles to get his bearings, but when he finally does, Peter’s face to face with two little girls. 


“Hey,” he tries, only to be met with eardrum-shattering screams from both kids. 


That’s fine, Peter thinks to himself. It’s not like he has time to stop and socialize anyway. 
He bursts through the last fence, clutching his ribs in pain. 


The pain is forgotten when he’s met with the sight of the van. “Got you,” he whispers, chest 
warming in glee. 


He caught the van. This is going to save so many people, he’s finally done something right- 
Peter screams as something lifts him up into the air. He flails his limbs, but he keeps rising. 
He cranes his neck, desperate to get a look at his assailant, but when he does, his fear doubles. 


Peter’s dangling from the talons of a man with metal wings. He has terrifying glasses, which 
obstruct his face enough that Peter has no idea what he looks like, and they’re soaring through the 
air. 


“Put me down!” Peter demands, unsure if the man can even hear him over the sheer volume of the 
wind. “Please, you can’t-” 


Suddenly, he’s falling. 


It’s a sensation that Peter’s never experienced before. Air whips his face as he plummets, head 
first, toward a lake. Every second brings him closer to the ground, and he can’t catch himself. 


When he finally hits the water, it feels like he’s been slammed into concrete. 
Peter rips his mask off, letting the heavy material sink to the bottom of the lake. 


He can’t see, but more importantly, he can’t breathe. The repurposed sweatsuit is weighing him 
down, and as much as Peter tears at it, he can’t get it off. 


He thrashes desperately, unsure of which direction is up and which is down. 


Peter inhales a mouthful of water, choking on the bitter taste, and his need for oxygen makes him 
thrash harder. 


His head finally breaks through the surface, and breathing oxygen has never felt so good. 


Peter coughs, desperate to keep himself afloat. The world is slowly getting dark, but even in this 
state of mind, Peter knows he’ll die if he passes out in the middle of the lake. 


He thrashes some more, desperately trying to get to land. His arms and legs feel like jelly, and his 
chest burns. 


He’s so close, he just needs to go a little further. 

A little further- 

The last thing Peter feels before he passes out is the sensation of course sand against his cheek. 
“That was so dangerous, Bucky!” 


Steve’s hands are on his hips, and Bucky has to suppress a chuckle at how much Steve looks like 


his mother when he’s angry. 


“Steve, it was my fault-” Wanda chimes in, trailing off when Steve’s glare practically burns a hole 
in her head. 


“Like hell it is! You’re not the one who invited a fucking stranger to go to a dog park with you-” 


“He was a kid!” Bucky yells, unable to take it anymore. “He was a lonely, hungry, and scared kid. 
Wanda thinks he’s enhanced, so of fucking course I tried to get more information. You would have 
done the same.” 


“You risked our cover! I know you wanted to help, but I just can’t lose you again. You have to 
understand that.” 


Bucky closes the space between him, and allows Steve to hold him. “You’re not, I promise. Just- 
you know how dangerous it is out there for enhanced people, Steve! We have to help.” 


Steve’s expression softens. “Okay, you’re obviously pretty attached to this kid.” 


“Not attached, just...” Bucky searches for the right word, but to Steve’s amusement, he can’t find 
it. “Okay, maybe I am attached, but you haven’t met him. He’s a good kid, you’d like him.” 


“T bet,” Steve hums, wrapping his arms tighter around Bucky. “You said he was at the soup 
kitchen? Do you think he could be in trouble?” 


Bucky shrugs. “He seemed okay to me, just quiet.” 


“He was scared,” Wanda butts in awkwardly, catching the attention of both men. “T felt it. I think... 
it felt like he was safe in the moment, but there are threats looming over him.” 


Steve frowns. “Okay, maybe we can try to keep an eye on him? Make sure he’s okay?” 
“T don’t know how well we can do that in hiding, Steve,” Bucky points out, making Steve groan. 


“T know, I’m trying my best. We just might have to lay low for a while, but Tony will come around 
eventually.” 


“We can still try, though,” Bucky whispers, still not letting go of Steve. “We need to try. He needs 
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us. 
A smile spreads across Steve’s face. “Yeah, Buck, we’ll do everything we can. I promise.” 
“We’re going to see Ben?” Peter asks, bouncing on the balls of his feet. 


“Yep,” May smiles. ““We’re surprising him at his office, so you have to be on your best behavior, 
okay?” 


Peter nods his head, and reaches for the lunchbox that his aunt has clutched in her hands. “Can I 
hold Uncle Ben’s lunch? [Il be gentle with it, I promise!” 


May chuckles at her nephew’s enthusiasm as she complies with his request, placing the lunchbox 
in his small hands. 


“Hold my hand, baby,” she instructs. “We’re going to take the elevator all the way to the top.” 


Peter gasps, clutching his aunt’s hand. “All the way up?” 
“Yeah, that’s where Ben works.” 
“Wow!” Peter exclaims, giggling in delight when the elevator doors ding open. 


He hums to himself as the doors slide closed, and Peter squeezes his aunt’s hand tighter when he 
feels the elevator start to rise. 


He’s safe, May is here. 

The elevator beeps every time it passes a floor, and the smooth tempo of the sound enthralls Peter. 
Beep. 

Beep. 


He smiles. Every beep brings him one floor closer to Ben. When Peter finally gets to the top, he’s 
going to give Ben his lunch, and he’! wrap Peter in a hug. 


As the beeps increase, so does Peter’s heart rate. He can’t wait to see his uncle. 
‘What are you guys doing here?’ he’ Il ask, beaming at May. ‘This is such a wonderful surprise!’ 


Peter grins up at his aunt. They’re almost there, they have to be. There have been so many beeps 
already, so there can’t be many more to go. 


When the beeps stop, he’ll finally see his uncle. He can’t wait, it feels like there’s nothing he’s 
ever wanted more than to see Ben. 


The beeps become more frequent, until they practically blend together into one horrible noise. 
Something’s not right, where’s Ben? 


He looks up to his aunt, because May always knows what to do. She can fix it, and then the doors 
will open and reveal Ben. He’s sure of it. 


When he meets his aunt’s eyes, they’re full of tears. 
Peter gasps, taking in the multiple bullet wounds littering her chest. 
“May?” 


The woman takes a shuddering breath, and glares at Peter with such hurt that he feels like it’s him 
who’s been shot. 


“Why didn’t you do anything?” her accusing voice echoes through the elevator. “You could have 
saved us, Peter.” 


“Tm sorry,” Peter chokes out, throat tight with tears. “I tried, I really did-” 


“Tt wasn’t enough,” May hisses through her teeth. “You’ve never been enough, I shouldn’t be 
surprised.” 


Peter jerks awake to the sound of the heart monitor, tears running down his face. 


His entire body hurts, but less than before. 


A glance down shows him that his suit has been replaced with a hospital gown, which does little to 
slow his pounding heart. 


How many people saw his suit? Is his identity compromised? 


Despite the gravity of the situation, the question that Peter’s fixated on is arguably the least 
relevant. 


How could his brain use May’s memory like that? 


During her life, she’d been nothing but kind. Maybe Peter was a burden, but even if he was, she 
was way too nice to actually say anything about it. 


Is that really what he thinks of his dead aunt? He should be ashamed of himself. 
Peter sits up when the door to his room opens, and winces as his ribs ache. 


“Wow, that was fast,” the nurse comments, scribbling something down on her clipboard. “We 
thought you’d be out for at least a few more hours.” 


“Where-” Peter starts in a shaking voice, only to be cut off by a cough. “Where are my clothes?” 
He stares at her, eyes wide, silently begging her to keep his identity a secret. 


To Peter’s surprise, the woman wrinkles her nose. “I don’t know what you were doing before you 
fell in the lake, but your clothes were absolutely destroyed. We just threw them away, I think. Trust 
me, there’s no way you would have gotten any more use out of them with the state they were in.” 


Peter sinks back into the hospital bed, chest filling with a rush of emotion. 


Mostly, he’s relieved. The suit’s destroyed, yes, but that means that no one put two and two 
together. 


It’s also fucking terrifying. 


What’s he going to do? He has to make a new suit, obviously, but is he going back to Ross’s? Is he 
going back to the vacant apartment building? 


Neither option is ideal. 


Peter needs protection. He has no way of knowing how long he’d laid on the beach without his 
mask, so it’s entirely possible that the guy with wings already knows who he is. 


He groans. The answer was so close, but he messed it up like always. 
“What’s... happening?” he asks the woman, voice weak from lack of use. 
“Honey,” she fixes him with a tight smile. “You’re Peter Parker, right?” 


Peter nods jerkily, and the way the nurses face contorts into a sympathetic expression does nothing 
to calm his nerves. “We had to call your foster father, he’s in the waiting room right now.” 


He can’t keep his face from falling, even though he already knew what the answer would be. 


“Of course, your social worker is also here. If you have any... issues, you could talk to her about 
your arrangement,” she says, eyeing the bruises littering Peter’s body. 


“Oh, it’s not- he didn’t...” Peter sputters, arms reflexively flying to cover his exposed skin. “I was 
in a fight, he wouldn’t-” 


Peter cuts himself off when the nurse begins to nod, relief evident in her expression. “He’s outside, 
would you like to see him?” 


He nods, trying not to let his disappointment leak into his expression. Sure, Ross may not have 
been the one who put the bruises on his body, but he’s still not the first person he wants to see after 
nearly drowning. 


Oblivious to Peter’s inner turmoil, the nurse steps out of the room, returning seconds later with 
Ross. 


“Tl get the doctor, but your vitals are looking good.” She smiles kindly, but Peter can’t tear his 
eyes away from Ross’s terrifyingly blank expression. “If everything looks good, we should be able 
to discharge you.” 


“Excellent,” Ross practically purrs, fixing the woman with a forced smile. “Thank you so much for 
taking care of my boy, I’m so glad he’s alright.” 


Peter bristles at the phrase ‘my boy,’ but says nothing as the nurse exits the room. 


“T don’t care where you’ve been,” Ross announces, breaking the awkward silence. “I don’t care 
what you’ ve been doing. We can start over with a fresh slate, as long as you promise me you won’t 
run away like a pussy next time something goes wrong.” 


Peter blinks. That definitely isn’t the response that he’d expected. 


“No more church group?” Peter asks slowly, still mentally preparing himself for a lecture on 
respect or a threat of punishment. 


Ross sighs. “Fine, whatever. Just- if anyone asks, you’ ve been home the entire time. I don’t need 
this getting out.” 


Peter nods, not wanting to give the man time to change his mind. “Are the other kids here?” 
“They’re at home. I figured I’d have a hard enough time keeping you from making a scene as it is.” 


Peter decides not to respond to the thinly-veiled insult, instead plastering a wide smile on his face 
when the doctor knocks on the door. 


“Come in,” Ross instructs brightly, putting on a smile to match Peter’s as she enters, followed 
closely by the nurse from before. 


“Hi, Peter.” The new doctor greets him with a smile, which Peter shakily returns. 
He can’t wait to go back to the house. 


“Everything looks great! This is actually one of the best cases we’ ve seen here, you’re almost fully 
recovered already!” 


Peter chuckles nervously, unsure of what to say. 


Luckily for him, the woman doesn’t seem to expect an answer. “Any pain? Discomfort, tightness, 
difficulty breathing?” 


Peter shakes his head, not totally trusting his voice, and the doctor hums. 
“Alright, once your dad fills out the paperwork, you should be good to go.” 
Ross says something, but the only thing Peter can focus on is the word ‘dad.’ 


His dad was a million times better than Ross, but Peter supposes that being better than Ross isn’t 
exactly a difficult feat. Hearing the two men being compared makes Peter’s skin crawl. 


“Okay, Dll go fill out the paperwork,” Ross announces, resting a hand on Peter’s knee. “WII you 
be okay waiting here?” 


Resisting the urge to flinch away from the touch, Peter nods. 


“Oh, and Peter?” Ross lowers his voice just as he’s about to follow the doctor out. “We’ll be 
having a conversation about responsibility later.” 


There it is. 


Ross walks out as if he hasn’t just dropped a bomb on the boy, leaving Peter practically gasping for 
air. 


He’ll get through it. He has to. 


Peter walks up the stairs to the house on shaky legs, only to be nearly pushed back down when a 
body slams into his. 


“Fuck, Peter,” Gwen breathes, clinging onto the boy for dear life. “You can’t just leave like that! I 
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Wwas- 


“T know, I’m sorry.” Peter has to hold back tears when a surge of guilt hits him right in the chest. 
“Ts everyone okay?” 


He pulls away from her grasp when Ross clears his throat, obviously waiting to enter the house. 


“Yeah, why wouldn’t we be?” Gwen asks distractedly, leading Peter by the hand into the house 
behind Ross. 


Peter’s entire body relaxes at the assurance that they’re okay. “No reason.” 
They walk to the kitchen, and Harry’s fork clatters to the ground when he spots his foster brother. 


“Where the hell have you been?” he asks, wrapping Peter into his arms and resting his chin atop 
Peter’s head. 


“Here and there,” Peter dodges the question, sinking further into his brother’s arms. “Find a job 
yer 


Harry makes a face. “No, mom.” 
Peter chuckles. He hadn’t realized how much he missed this. 


His face brightens even more when he finally notices Miles sitting at the kitchen table. “Hey! It’s 
Miles!” 


The kid shoots him a half-smile, obviously distracted by the fact that Ross is coming in and out of 
the kitchen, almost as if he’s setting something up. 


Peter tries to keep his expression light, but he’s surprised that Miles is still there. From what Miles 
said, it seems like his uncle should have gotten custody days ago. 


He doesn’t bring it up, not wanting to put the kid in an awkward situation, but he makes a mental 
note to ask Gwen about it later. 


Suddenly, the realization hits Peter that he’s standing in a kitchen stocked with food. “How are we 
on food?” he asks Harry quietly. “Do we have enough for me to...” 


“Yeah, we have a bunch,” Harry cuts him off, sharing a concerned glance with Gwen. “I bought 
groceries assuming you’d be here, and-” 


“T wasn’t.” Peter finishes for him, reaching for a bowl. “Thank God, I’m fucking starving-” 


“Not so fast.” Ross’s accusing tone immediately sucks the warmth and joy from the room, leaving 
cold fear in its wake. “This is the conversation I want to have.” 


Peter gulps, slowly pulling his hand away from the bow] that he’d been millimeters away from 
grabbing. 


“You’ve been gone for a few days-” 


“You said I had a clean slate,” Peter accuses, glaring at the man. It’s not like it’s his fault that he’s 
stuck with a homophobic asshole as a foster father. 


Ross waives away Peter’s complaint with a soft snort. “This is a different issue, Peter. Frankly, if it 
weren’t for what I’m about to address, I wouldn’t have noticed that you were gone.” 


It’s honestly pathetic that the statement hurts Peter as much as it does. 


“My issue,” Ross continues, “is that we’ ve consumed about half as much food in these past few 
days as we did on days when you were here.” 


Peter gulps. 


How could he be this stupid? Obviously someone would have noticed his enhanced metabolism at 
some point, he should have been more careful. 


“T, for one,” Ross snarls, “think it’s pretty selfish for one person to eat so much food. There’s no 
way you need that much.” 


Peter wants to scream, but he can’t. He wants to argue, point out that Ross has enough money to 
buy them all the food they could ever need, but he has to keep his metabolism a secret. 


Honestly, he kind of sees the man’s point. If he’s telling the truth, that would mean that he eats as 
much as the three other kids combined. There’s no way he actually needs that much, he’s probably 
just used to overeating since he burns the calories so quickly. 


“T’m sorry,” Peter apologizes weakly. “Ill do better, I promise-” 


“That you will,” Ross interrupts. “And because I want you to succeed, to keep your promise, I 
think I’m going to help you out.” 


The kids all stare at each other, and terror pools in Peter’s gut. This can’t be good. 


“This is a bike lock,” he announces, holding up his hand, which does indeed have a bike lock 
coiled around it.” 


“What’s it for?” Miles asks, voice shaking. 


A cruel grin makes its way onto Ross’s face, and Peter takes a reflexive step to place himself 
between Ross and the younger boy. 


“This,” the man says simply, and Peter watches in horror as he coils the bike lock through the 
handles of the fridge, and clicks the lock in place. “You will ask for my permission every time you 
want to take any of my food.” 


“Tt’s not your fucking food!” Harry exclaims, shrinking back when Ross’s dangerous gaze lands on 
him. 


“Who owns this house?” the man asks, taking a slow step towards Harry. “As long as you’re under 
my roof, you’re under my rules.” 


The rest of the kids breathe a collective sigh of relief when Harry nods silently. 


Ross smiles, self-satisfied, and takes a step back. “You’re just lucky I don’t have enough bike locks 
for the cabinets,” he comments snidely as he stalks out of the kitchen, leaving the four kids in a 
stunned silence. 


His foster siblings seem more surprised than anything, but Peter feels like he’s about to cry. 


He already feels like he’s starving, and now he has to live on stale crackers and cereal or whatever 
the fuck they keep in the cabinets? Not to mention the fact that they have to split whatever they 
have between the four of them. 


Peter’s going to starve. 


Gwen’s eyebrows furrow as she catches sight of the fear painting Peter’s face, and he does his best 
to shoot her a reassuring smile, but it ends up coming out more like a grimace. 


Peter isn’t quite sure about himself, but he knows for a fact that Gwen, Harry, and Miles all 
deserve better than this. 


He doesn’t know how long he can stand watching them being treated like animals, tiptoeing 
around the house as if there are threats behind each and every corner. 


What good is an enhancement if it doesn’t allow him to protect the people closest to him? 
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Chapter 11 


Chapter Notes 


tw for attempted physical abuse and threats of being kicked out 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 
The kids don’t go to the church the next day, and aside from a side-eye from Miles and a grumble 
from Ross, no one says anything about it. 


Peter can’t help but worry that his own weakness--that is, his own inability to face his demons--is 
going to get another kid in trouble. That some kid is going to get hurt because puny Peter Parker is 
too scared to do anything. 


He has to get to Skip before that happens. 


A part of him wants to go storm out the front door right now and find the man. Web him up, rip off 
his mask so Skip can see exactly who’s doing this to him, and punch him until his knuckles bleed. 


Maybe then he’Il finally come to know a sliver of the pain that he’s caused Peter in his lifetime. 
As appealing as it sounds, he can’t. Not without a plan, at least. 


The click of a lock tears Peter from his fantasies, making his head whirl to find the source of the 
noise. 


The sight of Ross grabbing an apple from the refrigerator sends a wave of anger coursing through 
Peter’s body. 


“Okay, we’re not allowed to eat, but you can take whatever you want?” Harry complains, shooting 
a dirty glare at Ross. 


“Harry...” Gwen hisses, eyes darting between him and the man, but all four kids are surprised 
when Ross just chuckles. 


“T never said you can’t have food,” he says in between bites of his apple. “I just said you need my 
permission. 


Harry sputters. “Fuck you! I’m not going to ask permission to eat food that we paid for, you 
asshole-” 


He’s silenced when Ross lunges at him, grabbing a fistful of his t-shirt. “You’re really second- 
guessing my rules in my own home?” he sneers. “Must I remind you that you’re unemployed, and 
I’m not giving you a cent once you turn eighteen. That’s soon, isn’t it?” 


“Wow, you remembered my birthday,” Harry spits. “You’re practically a real foster parent.” 


Ross growls, smacking the boy upside the head. “I’m telling you this because I’m nice, okay? 
Keep your nose down, and find a damn job. You’ll need one.” 


Peter watches in horror as Ross lets go of Harry, clicks the bike lock closed, and storms out. 
“You’re almost eighteen?” Gwen whispers one the door finally slams closed behind Ross. 


Harry nods, and Peter’s stomach drops. How could they forget Harry’s birthday? Of course he 
knew in the back of his mind that it was coming up, but with everything going on, he hadn’t 
processed it. 


“Shit, man,” Miles curses, running an anxious hand through his curls. “What are you going to do?” 


Harry chuckles humorlessly. “My dad’s will made it so I didn’t inherit a cent of his fortune, so I 
don’t really know. I hear Subway is hiring, maybe I'll apply there.” 


“Harry,” Gwen groans, worrying the hem of her shirt between her fingers. “Why didn’t you tell us 
it was coming up? We- how much money do we all have saved up? It can’t be enough, but-” 


“T’m not taking your money, Gwen,” Harry states flatly. “I'll figure something out, there’s still a 
few weeks left before he can kick me out-” 


Peter frowns. “You don’t have a plan? You can’t live on the streets long-term, Harry! You’ll die!” 


“Says the one who jumped out of a window and didn’t come back,” Harry scoffs, the statement 
effectively draining whatever semblance of calm they had left out of the room. 


“T came back-” 


“Not of your own free will! I swear to God, Peter, sometimes it seems like you don’t give a shit 
about anyone other than yourself.” 


Peter’s eyes fill with tears. He chokes out, “You know that’s not true.” 


“What the fuck, Harry?” Gwen pipes up, but Harry’s glare remains fixed on Peter. 
“T can’t survive on my own, but it’s fine for you to leave us for days on end? What’s with that?” 


“That’s completely different,” he growls. “I didn’t have time to prepare. You knew this was 
coming! I’m so sorry that it slipped my mind, but I care about you, Harry. I need you to be okay.” 


“To prepare for what?” Harry exclaims, startling Peter. “Was your breakup so bad that you had to 
run away? You have to admit that your reaction was pretty dramatic-” 


“Breakup?” 


Harry stares at Peter as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “Yeah, with Skip. He came to 
the house right after you left. It was really fucking awkward.” 


Peter pales. “Awkward like... did he do something weird?” 


If anything happened to his foster siblings because Peter was too weak to suck it up and spend a 
summer with Skip, he’ll never forgive himself. 


“No, just surprised not to see you,” Harry says. “He seems like a dick so I’m not saying you 
shouldn’t have dumped him, but do you seriously think running away was a rational reaction?” 


Peter freezes, unsure of what to say. He can’t tell the truth, he’s just gotten out of the whole mess. 


“Harry...” Gwen warns, sharing an awkward glance with Miles. 


“Skip just came here and left? Nothing else?” 
Relief floods through Peter’s entire body when Gwen nods slowly. “Is something wrong?” 
“No,” he chokes out, turning to Harry. “You’re right, I guess I did overreact.” 


Harry offers him a small smile. “Hey, I know you wouldn’t just leave like that for no reason. We 
were all worried about you.” 


Peter’s heart melts at the admission. 


“Hey,” Harry chuckles, “I’m actually really glad you decided to stop fucking him. I know you can 
take care of yourself and everything, but he was pretty old for you.” 


Peter has to suppress a shudder, shrinking into himself as all three of his foster siblings stare at 
him. “Yeah,” he chuckles weakly, desperate to change the subject. “Do you guys think Ross would 
notice if I take my phone back? I don’t know if he remembers that he took it away, and I don’t 
really want to ask him.” 


Harry furrows his brows at the sudden change in subject, but doesn’t say anything. 


“T wouldn’t risk it,” Gwen advises, shooting him a strange glance. “He’s kinda power crazy right 
now, don’t you think? Direct disobedience definitely won’t go over well.” 


Peter hums in agreement, but before he can respond, Harry frowns. 


“Speaking of the self-obsessed fuck,” he starts, storming into the kitchen with a quick gesture 
signalling his siblings to follow. “We have to figure out what to do with this.” 


The kids stare at the locked refrigerator, and it’s all Peter can do to choke back the tears welling in 
his eyes. He’s so hungry. 


“The cabinets aren’t locked,” Miles points out. 


Gwen’s face breaks out into a grin. “You’re right, we should have more than enough to last until 
we can go to the store.” 


Harry scoffs, but even his lips are curled up into a small smile. “This is bullshit, I can’t believe 
we’ re not allowed to use the fucking refrigerator. Like, how does this even benefit Ross?” 


“T don’t know,” Gwen chuckles. Peter’s too preoccupied with his own hunger to try to answer 
Harry’s question. 


When he opens the cabinet, his stomach drops. 


The amount of food he’s met with would probably be enough for them to live off of for a few days 
if he didn’t have an enhanced metabolism. It would have been tight, but they could have made it 
work. 


Unfortunately for Peter, he burns through food three times as fast as a regular human being. 
It’s just not going to work. 
“This is plenty!” Miles exclaims, relief evident in his expression. 


Peter smiles, trying to ignore the dread brewing in his stomach. “Yeah, and I can just eat at work, 
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too. 


Harry elbows Peter in the side, good-naturedly. “Always so noble, Parker. You know, you deserve 
to eat here just as much as the rest of us.” 


“IT know,” Peter promises. “It’s just more convenient that way. Besides, we don’t know how long 
Ross is going to keep this shit up.” 


Even though none of them want to admit it, Peter’s right. 


“T know you always tell me this,” he continues, “but you deserve to be happy, too. You deserve 
better than this, Harry.” 


Harry chuckles humorlessly. “Since when has life ever given us what we deserve?” 
Peter takes a deep breath as he knocks on the door in front of him. 


He wants to turn back. This was a terrible idea, and he’d be better off at home with Gwen, Harry, 
and Miles. 


He can’t. Peter hasn’t been in contact with either of his friends in days, and if he can’t call them, he 
has to do it the old-fashioned way. 


Even though the old-fashioned way sucks. 
Before he has the chance to turn back, the door swings open. 


“Hey, Mrs. Leeds,” Peter stutters awkwardly, unprepared for the very real possibility that he’d be 
met with Ned’s mother instead of the boy himself. “Is Ned home?” 


The woman looks him up and down, brows furrowed in confusion. “He didn’t tell me that you 
were coming over-” 


“I know,” Peter interrupts, blushing. “I’m sorry. I was just... in the neighborhood, and I thought it 
might be fun to say hi. It’ll just take a second, I promise.” 


Mrs. Leeds frowns, and Peter curses himself. They both know that it takes a solid twenty minutes 
to get to Ned’s apartment complex from Ross’s house, but instead of acknowledging his own lie, 
Peter stands awkwardly in the doorway. 


After what feels like an eternity, the woman sighs and yells, “Ned! Peter’s here!” 


Sheer joy floods Peter’s brain as his best friend bounds to the door with a huge grin on his face, 
sock-sliding the last five feet until he’s face-to-face with Peter. 


Mrs. Leeds smiles, shaking her head at her son’s antics. “Just a few minutes,” she reminds the 
boys, padding back to the living room. “Ned has chores.” 


“Where have you been?” Ned asks, hurt obvious in his shining eyes. “I texted you, like, a bazillion 
times!” 


“T know, I’m sorry,” Peter apologizes, rubbing a sheepish hand along the back of his neck. “Ross 
took my phone away, I swear I’d never ignore you like that on purpose.” 


Ned frowns. “Aw, dude, that sucks. What did you do?” 


“T don’t know,” Peter answers truthfully. “To be honest I think he’s just on some kind of power 
kick right now, it'll be over soon.” 


“Are you guys... okay?” Ned asks carefully, worry painting his face. 
Peter nods quickly. “We’re fine. It’s... fine.” 


The boys awkwardly stare at each other until Peter finally pipes up, “Well, I should probably go. I 
don’t want your mom to get mad at you-” 


“No!” Ned interrupts. “It’s- will you at least stay for a few more minutes? I haven’t seen you so 
long, dude. I miss you.” 


Peter cringes. 


Of course he misses Ned, but pissing off his mom would only mean that he’d see his friend less. “TI 
should really...” 


“C’mon,” Ned pushes him. “How about a sandwich? Just stay for lunch, and then you can go.” 


Peter should say no. It’s honestly pathetic that he’s resorting to stealing food from Ned’s family’s 
mouths, but it’s just too tempting. 


He nods tentatively, stomach sinking in shame. 


“Great,” Ned smiles, gesturing for Peter to follow him to the kitchen. “Is peanut butter and jelly 
okay?” 


“Yeah, thanks,” Peter answers, awkwardly sliding into a chair. 


A few seconds of silence pass while Ned makes the sandwich, but there’s one thought that Peter 
can’t get out of his head. 


“You know that I value you, right?” 
Ned blinks, handing Peter the sandwich. “... Yeah? Peter, are you okay?” 


“T’m fine,” Peter dismisses. “Just, I know I’m a bad friend sometimes, and you really do deserve 
better. It’s not fair of me to disappear like that.” 


“Tt wasn’t your choice,” Ned sighs. “Seriously, you don’t have to apologize for things that you 
have no control over.” 


Peter wants to argue, but his mouth is full of peanut butter. 

At least the sandwich means he can leave food in the cabinets for his foster siblings. 
Peter’s walk home is pretty uneventful. 

Annoyingly long, sure, but it was worth it to see Ned. 


He’s halfway up the steps to the porch when he remembers that Ross doesn’t like coming home to 


a full mailbox, and that he still needs his phone back. 


Sighing, he hops down the stairs, and absentmindedly sweeps the stack of letters from the mailbox. 
He thumbs through them as he jogs back up the stairs, but when he gets to one particular envelope, 
Peter freezes. 


It’s thick, addressed to Gwen, and the return address reads ‘Midtown Tech.’ 
“Gwen!” Peter practically screams, slamming the door open. “Get over here right now.” 


He sprints into the house, and almost collides with his three foster siblings as they bolt to the door. 
“What the fuck is it?” 


Instead of answering, Peter hands her the envelope, and Gwen’s jaw drops. 

“Oh my God!” Her hand flies to cover her mouth. 

“Open it already,” Harry goads her, bouncing anxiously on the balls of his feet. 
She shakes her head, nervous tears sparkling in her eyes. “I can’t, I can’t-” 

“T can,” Miles smirks, grabbing the envelope from her. 

Time seems to stand still as he tears it open, unfolding the piece of paper inside. 


“Dear Ms. Stacy, I hope this letter finds you well,” Miles reads while Gwen, Harry, and Peter all 
hold their breath. “Blah blah, boring stuff-” 


Gwen whacks him in the arm. “Get to the point.” 


“...We are pleased to inform you that your request for a full-ride scholarship to Midtown Tech has 
been accepted!” 


Gwen squeals and wraps Miles in a hug. “Thank you!” 


“You know, I wasn’t actually the one who gave you the scholarship,” Miles quips, but he hugs her 
back anyway. 


“Fuckin’ finally,” Harry mutters. “It’s about time. When did you put in the application? A year and 
a half ago?” 


Peter embraces Gwen once she finally lets go of Miles, ignoring Harry’s complaint. “You’re going 
to be the smartest kid there, Gwen. I’m calling it now.” 


“Hey, I heard there’s good money to be made in doing other people’s homework, Parker,” Gwen 
giggles. “We’ll be rich.” 


“Sure,” Harry scoffs, but even he can’t hide the happiness he feels at his foster sister’s joy. 
Gwen releases Peter, grinning widely. “I can’t believe it.” 


“Maybe I can show you around this summer,” Peter muses. “They’re open for class registration, 
and I’m sure we can fit in a quick tour.” 


Gwen gasps. “Peter, we should sign up for the same classes! That would be so much fun.” 


“You're right,” Peter beams. “I have a schedule that I planned for myself, you can see if the classes 
look good to you. There are so many options, it’s crazy.” 


Harry smiles. “How does it feel knowing that you won’t be the smartest kid in school anymore?” 
Miles waggles his eyebrows teasingly at Harry’s question, and Peter has to hold back a chuckle. 
“Pretty fucking fantastic,” he admits, silently basking in Gwen’s joy. 

The rest of their day is great. 

Gwen is ecstatic, and her enthusiasm is contagious. 


The dinner they have to pull together with crackers and dry cereal leaves much to be desired, but 
the mood doesn’t truly break until the front door slams open, and Ross steps over the threshold. 


The fact that the man chuckles when he’s met with the sight of his four foster kids eating crackers 
for dinner makes Peter’s stomach churn. 


“Long day?” Ross teases, setting his briefcase down beside the door. 


“Gwen’s scholarship got approved for Midtown,” Peter deadpans, but Ross just hums, not really 
paying attention. 


Instead of answering Peter and congratulating Gwen, he turns and asks Harry, “did you get a job 
today?” 


Harry makes a face. “How do you think getting a job works? It’s hard, ’'m working on it.” 
“Luckily for you,” Ross smirks, “I have a solution.” 


An apprehensive air falls over the table, but when Ross pulls a pamphlet from his suit pocket, the 
apprehension turns to collective horror. 


“You want me to join the fucking army?” 


Ross’s brows furrow at Harry’s tone, but he doesn’t reprimand him. Instead, he nods. “The army 
would be my first choice, but the marines or air force would be acceptable as well. As long as you 
can leave for basic before you turn eighteen-” 


“This is about me turning eighteen?” Harry exclaims, shooting up from his seat. “Look, kick me to 
the curb once [ age out, I don’t care. I’m not joining the army because you think I should.” 


“This isn’t about you,” Ross snarls. “I’m still not out of the woods, and we have no idea where 
Steve Rogers is hiding. What’s it going to look like if my ward is homeless?” 


“Like you’re a shit foster parent,” Peter mutters, warranting a glare from Ross. 


“Look, I don’t care if you drop out of basic, but you have to go. I don’t know why you’re so 
hesitant. Knowing you, I thought you wouldn’t care.” 


Harry’s practically seething with anger, and it’s all Peter can do not to get up and comfort his foster 
brother. “You know nothing about me.” 


“But he can’t even join until he’s eighteen, right?” Miles cuts in, fear in his eyes. 
Gwen sighs. “With parental permission, he can join at seventeen” 


“You still can’t force him to join the military.” Peter glares daggers at Ross, and Harry’s shaking 
form is enough to bring tears to his eyes. “That’s crazy!” 


“What else are you going to do with your life?” Ross exclaims, his sheer volume making Peter 
flinch back. “I’ve seen your report card, it’s either this or flipping burgers, and apparently you can’t 
even do that right.” 


“Fuck this,” Harry mutters, storming to their shared bedroom. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Gwen asks Ross, tears running down her face. 


Ross sighs, shaking his head as if Gwen is a stubborn child. “I’m giving him options. I’m the only 
one in his life who is being honest with him about his prospects. It’s not like the little shit could 
ever get into college.” 


Wordlessly, Gwen storms to the bedroom, with Peter and Miles hot on her heels. 
In the bedroom, they find Harry sitting on his bed, face eerily blank. 


“Harry...” Peter starts tentatively, unsure of what to say. He steps into the room, allowing his 
foster siblings to enter as well, and the room feels even more cramped than usual. 


“T have to go,” Harry says coldly, not taking his eyes off of the wall in front of him. 


Gwen gasps. “Harry, that’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said. You don’t have to go join the army 
just because-” 


“No,” Harry interrupts her. “I have to leave. I- I can’t go into the military, Gwen.” 


He turns to look at them, eyes glistening with tears. “I have a friend who said I could crash on her 
couch, at least itll be better than this dump.” 


Peter wants to argue. 


He wants to beg Harry not to go, to say that there has to be another option, but they all know that 
would be a lie. 


“Well, now I know how you felt when you watched me run away,” Peter jokes, smiling as he 
coaxes a small giggle from Harry. 


“Yeah, well,” Harry waves off Peter’s unspoken apology. “I don’t know why this is so hard, we all 
knew Id end up couch-surfing my way through my 20’s. It just came a few months earlier than I 
expected.” 


Gwen frowns. “Don’t say that about yourself, this isn’t your fault.” 
Harry offers her a small smile. “I know.” 
“T’ll miss you,” Miles says, still awkwardly standing in the doorway. “When will you leave?” 


Harry shrugs. “I should give Lily some warning that I’m coming, so maybe tomorrow? I’m not 
really sure.” 


“Lily,” Gwen repeats, mouth curling into a mischievous smirk. “Why haven’t we heard about her 
before?” 


“Shut up!” Harry blushes, glancing around the room for an excuse to change the subject. “It kinda 
sucks that I’m going to live my last few days here hungry as fuck. Like, I won’t be here to see the 
other side of this whole food-control craze.” 


Peter frowns. “You shouldn’t have to do that.” 


The idea of Harry going hungry when he’s literally about to run away brings angry tears to Peter’s 
eyes. 


Suddenly, an idea pops into his head. 
“Wait here,” he instructs, creeping out of the bedroom and towards the kitchen. 


The logical side of Peter is yelling at him to turn back, but the blood pounding in his ears makes it 
impossible for him to think rationally. 


Who the fuck does Ross think he is? 
Peter tiptoes into the kitchen, and sighs in relief when he sees that Ross isn’t there. 


Before he can talk himself out of it, he rummages through the drawers until he finds what he’s 
looking for. 


He turns the kitchen knife over in his hands, stopping for a second to contemplate his actions. 
Ross can be terrifying, but it’s worth it in the long run. Harry deserves it. 
Peter just hopes that Ross’s anger won’t affect any of the other kids too much. 


Pushing all other hesitation from his mind, Peter picks up the bike lock, and inspects the cord. It’s 
pretty thin, but there’s no way he’ll be able to replace it before Ross notices that something’s up. 


He sighs, sawing through the cord with the dull kitchen knife. 
Fuck it. 


Ross is going to lose his temper at some point, and he might as well get his ass beaten with a full 
stomach. 


The cord snaps, and Peter silently opens the refrigerator. 
Looking at the shelves fully stocked with food sends a new surge of fury through his very bones. 


Peter begins to fill his arms with food, trying to pay attention to which items would stay good for 
the longest amount of time. 


Milk is a no-no, but the leftover spaghetti from last week is looking pretty appealing. 


When he finally has an armful of food that he’s confident won’t expire right away, Peter clicks the 
fridge shut with his foot, wincing when it makes a sound. 


He scurries back to the bedroom, and his foster siblings watch in awe as he triumphantly deposits 
the spoils of his labor onto Harry’s bed. 


“What the fuck did you do?” Gwen asks, trying her best to look angry while her mouth waters at 
the sight of the pile of food. 


Harry just smiles. “Fuck, yes!” 

Peter chuckles. “Just get it into the closet before Ross comes to murder me.” 

Miles practically runs to shove the food into the closet, evidently taking Peter’s words literally. 
Which is probably a good thing, seeing as Peter himself isn’t sure if he’s joking or not. 


“You know what would really make this great?” Harry muses, warranting a panicked glance from 
Miles. “Ice. I haven’t had ice water in so long.” 


“Harry, I’m not sure-” Gwen starts, but Peter waves her off. 
“Coming right up,” Peter chirps, practically skipping back to the kitchen. 


He knows that he definitely won’t be this enthusiastic about his rule-breaking once the adrenaline 
wears off, but ice does sound heavenly. 


Peter cracks the freezer open, about to scoop up a cupful of ice cubes, when the sound of dress 
shoes clicking on tile makes his heart drop. 


“What the fuck are you doing?” 


Ross’s voice sends a chill across Peter’s body that has nothing to do with the open freezer. “Ice...” 
he stammers pitifully. 


“Close the damn freezer,” Ross orders, a scowl on his face. 

Peter goes to obey the command, but something stops him. 

He’s terrified, yes, but he also can only see red. 

Instead of closing the freezer, Peter scoops up the largest cupful of ice he’s ever seen. 


“You little shit!” Ross yells, and the telltale sound of his belt being slid from his belt loops echoes 
through the kitchen. 


Before Peter even knows what he’s doing, he’s running. 
He’s sprinting out of the kitchen, Ross hot on his heels with his belt in hand. 


His spider sense screams, warning him of the imminent danger, but all Peter can think about is the 
fact that he’s never seen Ross run before. 


He slams the bedroom door open, thrusts the cup of ice into Harry’s hands, and pauses. 


Peter turns, locking eyes with Ross for a split second. The rage he finds is almost animalistic, and 
the buckle of the belt swinging from the man’s hand glints under the harsh fluorescent lighting. 


He should stay. He’s the one who broke the rule, and now he has to live with the consequences. 
The issue is, he doesn’t want to. 


They shouldn’t have to live like this. Peter realizes that they don’t exactly have a normal family 


dynamic, but he’s come to cherish what they have. 


In the rare event that Ross decides to take his anger out on someone else, Peter would never 
forgive himself. 


However, he can’t force himself to stay either. He’ll come back, of course, but he needs to take a 
walk. To allow the situation to cool off. 


That’s how Peter found himself jumping out of the bedroom window for the second time in one 
short week, only this time with Ross screaming obscenities at him from the doorway. 
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Chapter 12 


Chapter Notes 

See the end of the chapter for notes 
Sitting on the curb in front of the house, Peter can’t help but feel like he’s right back where he was 
a week ago. 


Of course, it’s different because he’s not running away this time, but his pride won’t allow him to 
go back in just yet. 


That, and the locked front door. Naturally, he could always enter through the unlocked bedroom 
window, but the fact that Ross went out of his way to lock the door after Peter bolted really speaks 
louder than any words would ever be able to. 


Peter waits for time to pass, picking at the grass aimlessly. He can hear what’s going on inside the 
house, and he’s relieved to know that Ross has calmed down. 


He’d never be able to forgive himself if one of his foster siblings gets in trouble because he’s not 
there to take the fall. 


The muffled sound of the evening news being turned on pulls Peter from his thoughts, quickly 
grabbing his attention. 


“A sighting of a man with wings has been reported just outside Midtown,” the reporter announces 
in a light tone. “You heard me correctly, folks. A man with wings.” 


A woman laughs. “You’re serious, Charles?” 


“Unfortunately, [am. We’re unsure if this report was a joke, or if the witness has some kind of 
mental disorder. Wherever they are, we hope they’re healthy, and we’d like to use this as a 
reminder to the general public that our anonymous tip line is only to be used in emergencies.” 


The pair chuckle again, the subject quickly leaving the winged man, but Peter’s already off. 
He runs toward the nearest subway station, adrenaline pumping through his body. 


The cool night air whips Peter’s face, and the boy finally realizes what’s missing in the equation. 
His Spider-Man suit is in some hospital dumpster. 


Silently cursing, Peter stops in the middle of the sidewalk and looks around wildly for a solution. 


He groans as a glittery masquerade-style mask catches his eye from the corner of a stand. Is he 
seriously stooping to this level? 


Before Peter has time to stop and think, he’s on the subway, a sparkly mask clutched in his hand. 
Superheroes have worn worse things, Peter muses. At least the mask has glitter. 


Even though it's pretty difficult to look at the bright side of the situation, Peter figures it was about 
time for an upgrade. 


The train lurches to a stop, and Peter sprints through the station, desperate to get there before it’s 
too late. 


He bursts outside, but to his surprise, he’s met with nothing. 
No catastrophic world-ending events, just regular people going about their lives. 


Peter frowns. There has to be something going on, it doesn’t make sense for everything to be okay. 
The person with wings is the same one who dropped him in the lake last night, he has to be. 


Sliding the glittery mask onto his face, Peter scans the area. It’s no use, he can’t see anything from 
here. What he needs is a better vantage point. 


The course bricks are somehow soothing on his calloused hands as he climbs the nearest building. 
The wind runs through his hair like fingers, it’s soft touch a constant reminder that Peter’s doing 
this with only a flimsy mask protecting his identity. 


He peers down at the cars when he finally gets to the top, marvelling at how much smaller they 
look from so high up. 


Suddenly, a truck catches his attention. It’s black and somewhat nondescript, and Peter wonders 
what it’s carrying. 


It looks like the kind of toy trucks he used to play with as a kid. 


He loved those trucks until he was about seven years old, and became suddenly aware of the fact 
that trucks could crash. He remembers asking May if they could walk everywhere instead of taking 
Ben’s rusty car. 


He remembers how May’s expression dropped as if it were yesterday. 


“Honey,” she’d explained, “bad things happen sometimes, but it’s very unlikely that they’ Il happen 
to us, okay? We’ll be fine, I promise you.” 


Of course, having just lost his parents, Peter had known subconsciously that some bad things were 
inevitable, but he nodded anyway. 


“Tt’s no use worrying over what could happen, Petey,” she’d smiled. “Everything will find a way to 
work itself out, and while it does, your job is to enjoy life as much as you can.” 


Of course, she and Ben would both be dead a mere six years later, but she didn’t know that at the 
time. 


Peter’s pulled from his thoughts by a faint whirring, almost too soft for even his enhanced hearing 
to pick up. 


It gets gradually louder, and once he sees where it’s coming from, his heart practically stops. 


The man with the mechanical wings is swooping down, seemingly aiming for the black truck that 
caught Peter’s eye in the first place. 


Without a second thought, Peter slides down the wall, wincing as the abrasive brick rubs roughly 
against his fingertips. 


He’d kill for his web shooters. 


Peter sprints toward the road, ignoring the symphony of honking that his presence is met with, and 
tries his best to catch up with the truck. 


Peter groans. This is going to be a nightmare without his webs. 


He grabs onto the back of a car, hanging on for dear life as it speeds along, swerving when the 
driver feels the boy’s presence. 


When the driver lays on the horn, Peter jumps to another car, and starts the process all over again. 
A few cars later, the truck is within viewing distance, 

It’s so close, he just has to go a bit farther. 

Peter winces as he propels himself to the next car, and the honking is starting to become deafening. 


In a leap of faith, Peter jumps from the car, and breathes a sigh of relief when he sticks to the solid 
metal of the truck. 


Taking a second to survey the situation, Peter realizes that the winged man beat him here. 
That makes sense, of course, seeing how the man could fly. Still, it’s a blow to his ego. 


What’s stranger, however, is how there is a square of purple on top of the truck, and no winged guy 
to be seen. 


Peter crawls to the top of the truck, the wind stinging his face and hands, and peers into the shining 
hole at the winged man. He’s rummaging through some kind of box, but Peter’s still too caught up 
on the purple thing. 


It seems to be a portal to the inside of the truck, and if Peter wasn’t so focused on holding onto the 
top of the truck for dear life, he’d be turning the idea over in his head and trying his hardest to 
figure out how the hell it’s able to do that. 


Peter gasps as the figure in the back of the truck turns and locks eyes with him. 


He presses himself flatter against the metal, praying that the man didn’t see him, but all hope is 
abandoned when the whir of his wings signals that he’s coming up to meet Peter. 


The boy clutches his mask, which is now threatening to blow away in the wind, and stares in horror 
as the man flies out from the truck. 


“Spider-Guy?” the man questions, obviously confused by the lack of a costume, but his voice 
immediately launches Peter into fight-or-flight mode. 


In a leap of desperation, Peter finds his worn sneaker buried in the man’s face, making a solid 
‘crack’ as it makes contact. 


Peter’s spider sense flares, and before he’s able to process what’s going on, he’s dodging a swoop 
from the man’s wings. 


Seizing his opportunity, Peter grabs one of the wings, pulling until it feels like something 
important breaks. 


“You little shit,” the man curses, catching Peter off guard with a punch to the face. 
The sting is unsettlingly familiar. 


Cold air agonizingly stings the now-forming bruise on Peter’s eye, and he clutches his face in pain. 


Suddenly, reality hits. 
The wind is hitting his sore eye. He doesn’t feel a mask acting as a barrier. 


Peter pats his face down desperately, and feels a small part of himself die when he realizes that 
he’s standing in front of the winged man without anything protecting his identity. 


What has he done? 


Peter can’t move. He registers the fact that the man is pushing him, but he doesn’t come back to 
himself until he falls through the square portal, colliding harshly with the floor inside the truck. 


His spider sense practically screams. The man can’t get away, he’s so close! Peter won’t be able to 
forgive himself if people die because he’s too inept to stop a criminal that’s literally three feet 
away from him. 


Anyone else would have solved this issue by now. 


Shaking the thoughts from his mind, Peter springs up, desperate to catch the man before he can get 
away. 


He leaps up, realizing a split second too late that the portal above him is gone. 
Peter’s head slams against the top of the truck, and the world goes black. 
When Peter comes to, the world is pitch dark around him. 


For a few seconds, he thinks he must still be unconscious, but he jumps up when the events of the 
night hit him in a wave. 


He must still be inside the truck. 
When his eyes finally begin to adjust to the darkness, Peter can start to make out walls and a floor. 


Sheer panic floods his system at the sudden realization that it’s entirely possible that he’s stuck in 
some kind of evil lair. 


After he passed out, who knows what happened? It’s more than likely that the man with the 
mechanical wings was successful in hijacking the truck, if that was even what he was trying to do. 


Peter was right there, and was still powerless to stop it. 


A part of him registers that he should be grateful that the man didn’t kill him while he was 
unconscious and dump his body in a ditch, but there are more important things for him to think 
about. 


Namely, getting out of the truck without alerting anyone that could be around him to his presence. 
Also, the man fucking saw his face. 


Panic fills Peter’s body at the reminder. That’s the one thing he promised himself wouldn’t 
happen, and he messed it up. 


His life could very well be over. If his identity were to get out, everything would change. 


A selfish part of him thinks it might not be too bad. He’d finally get the recognition that he’s 
craved for years, and he could put Skip six feet underground without anything to lose. 


Rationally, neither of those things would ever make up for the countless negative sides of revealing 
his identity, but Peter can’t blame himself for dreaming. 


Unfortunately for him, there are more important things he should be focusing on. Particularly, 
whether or not the truck he’s in is surrounded by armed criminals who want nothing more than to 
end his life. 


Peter pauses for a second and listens for movement, but he can’t hear anything. 


He decides that it’s better to just bite the bullet. There’s no way he’s getting out of here quietly, and 
it’s now or never. Who knows when the man with wings will be back? 


Mentally preparing himself for a fight, Peter balls his fists and kicks the back door of the truck as 
hard as he can. 


He loses his balance, tumbling out and landing unceremoniously in a heap on the cold concrete 
flooring. 


As soon as he’s able to figure out which way’s up, Peter stands, holding his fists in front of him 
protectively. 


Instead of the mob of criminals he’d been expecting, he’s met with an overwhelmingly large room. 
Peter pauses for a second, allowing his heart rate to slow. 


Did the truck actually get to where it was supposed to go? He supposes it’s a good thing if it did, 
since that means the man gave up, but he has no idea where the truck was going. 


He could be anywhere. 


Peter’s head starts to spin. He can’t stay here, he has to get home. After his botched escape last 
week, it doesn’t seem like being away overnight without an explanation will go over all too well. 


Looking at the door, it’s starting to seem like Peter doesn’t have a choice in the matter. 

It’s solid steel, and it looks as if it could be inches thick. Wherever it is, it sure as hell is secure. 
A small silver plaque catches Peter’s eye, but when he goes to inspect it, his stomach drops. 

It reads, ‘Damage Control Deep Storage Unit.’ 


Peter remembers learning about this place. If he remembers correctly, it means he’s literally in the 
most secure building on the eastern seaboard. 


After pacing for a moment, panicked fingers running up and down his arms, Peter freezes. 
Tears prick his eyes as the vital fact of the facility’s location pops into his head. 
He’s in fucking Washington DC. 


“This is going to be impossible to explain to Ross,” Peter mumbles to himself, chuckling 
humorlessly as his soft voice echoes through the enormous warehouse. 


Hours later, the doors open. 
When they finally do, Peter’s off faster than a girl’s dress on prom night, as Skip would say. 


Pushing the thought of the man from his head, Peter runs. The sight of the sunrise makes his 
stomach turn, and he speeds up, desperate to get home as soon as possible. 


He has to get all the way back to New York. How the fuck is he going to do that? 


Peter still doesn’t have his phone, but it’s not like there’s anyone for him to call. Ross would 
probably laugh in his face, and neither Peter nor Gwen have a car. 


The next thing Peter’s mind jumps to is the train. There are trains from DC to New York, but he 
doesn’t have the money for a ticket. 


Peter groans. The train is pretty much his only option, so he makes his way toward the nearest 
station, cursing his Parker luck all the while. 


Thankfully, the station is pretty crowded when he gets there, so it’s easy enough for him to slip 
past the ticket booth unnoticed. Peter’s always hated his height, but even he has to admit that being 
short has its perks. 


Specifically, if he stays near families with children, it’s easy for him to pass himself off as being 
just another kid. 


He studies the train schedule, and has to restrain himself from breaking out into a grin when he 
sees that he’s gotten there just in time for the next train to New York. 


Peter boards the train after triple-checking that it’s the right one, taking a seat near the window. 
He pulls his hood lower over his eyes, and sinks down into his seat. 


The events of last night are still bouncing around in his head, the horror of knowing that a stranger 
knows his true identity still lingering. 


All he can do is hope that he’s actually able to succeed next time. God knows he’s had way too 
many failed attempts at solving the alien-weapons issue. 


Peter stares out the window, marvelling at how fast the scenery flies past. If he ignores the seat 
beneath him, he can almost convince himself that he’s swinging back to New York. 


The reminder that his web shooters are somewhere at the bottom of a lake does little to brighten his 
mood. 


Peter sighs, pressing his palms over his eyes. 
Why does his life have to be such a mess? 


Peter swallows, anxiously wringing the hem of his shirt between his fingers as he climbs the steps 
to Ross’s house. 


He’s exhausted. The people around him made it impossible for Peter to get any sleep on the train, 


which means the only sleep he’s gotten in the past twenty-four hours was when he was knocked 
unconscious. 


Peter rattles the doorknob, only to find it locked. 
It’s all he can do not to burst into tears right then and there. 


Dejectedly, Peter drags himself down the steps, and around to the bedroom window. He sighs in 
relief when it slides open easily, silently thanking his foster siblings for leaving it unlocked for 
him. 


He slips into the bedroom, fully intending to drop onto his bed and crash for as long as he could, 
but a gasp from the doorway stops him in his tracks. 


“Where the fuck have you been?” 


Gwen’s hissed question makes Peter wince, and he wraps her in a tight hug instead of answering. 
“Is everyone okay? Ross didn’t...” 


The tension Peter’s been unconsciously holding in his body releases when Gwen shakes her head. 
“Oh my God, I’m so glad,” Peter breathes. “I’m so sorry for leaving like that-” 
“Again,” Gwen cuts in. 


“Again, right,” Peter winces. “I shouldn’t have left you guys alone with him in that state, 
something bad could have happened.” 


“Tt’s fine,” Gwen tells him. “You’re not our protector or some shit, Peter. Miles and I can take care 
of ourselves.” 


Peter offers her a small smile, before doing a double-take when he fully processes her statement. 
“And Harry?” he chuckles, expecting Gwen to make a joke at Harry’s expense. 


Instead, she frowns. “He went with you, right?” 


Panic floods Peter’s system. “No,” he chokes out, stomach sinking when Gwen’s face morphs into 
one that mirrors his own inner horror. “He’s not here?” 


“T thought he went with you,” Gwen whispers, hand flying to cover her mouth. “You’re- you’re not 
joking? “Cause, Peter, this isn’t fucking funny-” 


“T’m not joking,” Peter assures her. 


“Shit,” Gwen swears, nervously twirling a lock of her hair with her finger. “Do you think he’s 
okay? Where the fuck-” 


“What’s wrong?” 

Gwen and Peter both jump at Miles’s question. 

“Harry isn’t with Peter,” Gwen explains, causing Miles’s eyes to fill with confusion. 
“Where is he?” Miles asks, cocking his head ever so slightly. 


“T don’t know,” Peter sighs. “Maybe he’s at his girlfriend’s house? Lucy or whatever?” 


Despite herself, Gwen chuckles. “Lily,” she corrects him. “It seems like he’d tell us that he was 
leaving, right?” 


Peter frowns. “Yeah, that is weird. Did you check your phone?” 

“Of course I checked my phone, dumbass. Did you check yours?” 

“T can’t, it’s in Ross’s room.” 

Miles quirks an eyebrow. “Still?” 

“Yeah,” Peter chuckles. ’[ haven’t exactly had the opportunity to ask for it back.” 
“He’s not home,” Gwen points out. “Just go and get it. I’m sure he forgot.” 


Peter cringes. The idea of doing something that could most definitely get him into trouble is almost 
agonizing, and Gwen must know that. 


“Okay,” Peter surrenders. “I'll go check.” 


Peter makes his way to Ross’s bedroom, and the knowledge that the man isn’t home makes it feel 
like a weight has been removed from his chest. 


The sight of the all-too-familiar bedroom makes Peter’s skin crawl. 


Suppressing the almost overwhelming urge to turn and run, Peter takes a tentative step forward. 
When Ross doesn’t immediately emerge from nowhere with fury in his eyes, Peter quickens his 
pace, desperate to get in and out as fast as he can. 


Peter rummages through the drawers in Ross’s desk, hand hovering over his cracked cell phone 
when he finally finds it. 


He’s going to get in so much trouble when he’s caught. 
The sound of the front door opening sends a wave of adrenaline through his body. 


Peter can hear conversation somewhere else in the house, but once he turns his phone on, the rest 
of the world melts away. 


There’s a message from Harry. 
‘Gone to L’s, don’t come after me. Love you all.’ 


Peter can feel his entire being deflate. Harry’s gone, and he didn’t even have a chance to say 
goodbye. 


Just like his parents, and Ben, and May- 


Peter shakes his head, trying to will the thoughts away. This is nothing like that, Harry’s not dead. 
He’s not gone forever. 


Even if it feels like it. 


“Gwen,” Peter calls when he finally comes to his senses, running out of the bedroom. “Gwen, 
Harry’ s-” 


Peter stops in his tracks when he sees Gwen and Miles in the living room, a social worker staring at 
him quizzically from where she’s perched on the couch. 


“..staying late at his friend’s house,” Peter continues, locking eyes with Gwen. “He says not to 
wait up for dinner.” 


From the way her eyes fill with tears, it’s evident that Gwen knows what he means. 


“Alright, well-” The social worker clears her throat. “I was just saying that I need to have a 
conversation with Miles, and we can go into a more private area, if that would make you more 
comfortable.” She looks between Peter and Gwen, eyeing them both suspiciously. 


“It’s fine,” Miles squeaks, anxiety evident in his voice. “Just- my uncle?” 

The social worker smiles. “Your uncle is very close to getting temporary custody, Miles.” 
Peter’s heart swells at how the declaration makes Miles’s face light up. 

“When can I see him?” he asks, trying and failing to hide the anxiety behind the question. 
Peter rests a light hand atop the boy’s back, hoping that the touch would ground him. 


“He has a home visit scheduled for the day after tomorrow, but since he was previously your 
guardian, he’s requested visitation-” 


“T want to see him,” Miles interrupts. “I- if I accept visitation, when can I see him?” 
“With your foster father’s permission, you can see him as early as tomorrow.” 
Miles’s face falls. “Oh, I guess [ll just wait until the home visit is done-” 
“Bullshit.” 


All eyes turn to Peter as he scowls. “Pll call him. Is verbal permission okay, or does he have to 
come and sign anything?” 


The woman blinks slowly, surprised at Peter’s outburst. “Verbal permission is fine, but he’d have 
to call me after you guys talk about it as a family.” 


Peter’s about to argue, but before he can, Gwen coughs loudly. “That’s perfect, thank you.” 


The social worker smiles, obviously relieved that Peter’s done protesting. She gets up to leave, and 
she’s halfway to the door when she stops in her tracks. “I almost forgot, he asked me to give you 
his phone number.” 


Miles practically starts vibrating with excitement at that piece of news. 


“Of course, if you’re not comfortable with it, Il just tell him that I can’t,” she starts, but before she 
can get any more words out, Miles is frantically shaking his head. 


“T’d like his phone number,” he stammers. 
The social worker smiles. “Here, I'll write it down for you.” 


When she does, Miles holds the piece of paper as if it was a piece of priceless treasure, which of 
course, it is to him. 


“Just make sure to tell your foster father if he ever tries to talk to you about inappropriate subjects 
or makes you uncomfortable in any way,” she instructs, but Miles is still enthralled by the scrap of 


paper. 


“Thank you,” Miles whispers, and it breaks Peter’s heart that he’s been separated from someone 
he’s this close to for so long. 


If Ben or May were alive and he had to live without them for weeks, Peter’s sure he wouldn’t be 
anywhere near as strong about it as Miles is. Hell, they’re not even here, and he still gets upset 
about them. 


“Well, if that’s all, Pll be going,” the woman announces in a cheerful tone. “Just make sure that 
Ross calls me about visitation-” 


“Wait!” Gwen exclaims, blushing as the command comes out louder than she meant it to. “Do you 
remember Peni? She’s the little girl who used to live here.” 


The social worker’s face lights up in recognition. “Of course I remember Peni! Such a little 
chatterbox, that one.” 


“Is she okay?” Gwen asks, concern etched onto her face. “She’s with her dad, right? I know they’re 
in a whole different country, but do you know how she is?” 


“T haven’t had any contact with her since she left.” 
Peter frowns. “But she’s okay, right?” 


“T can say that I’m fairly sure that the decision to grant custody to her father had her best interests 
at heart,” the woman says, and Peter winces at how she sounds like she’s talking straight out of a 
legal textbook. 


“She loved him,” Gwen reminds him softly. “He loved her. I’m just being paranoid.” 
Peter goes to respond, but he freezes when an idea floods to his head. 


“Ts her dad’s number in her file?” Peter asks, eyes practically staring holes into the woman’s 
forehead. “I know she’s not in the system anymore, but would his number be in her old file?” 


The social worker sighs. “I suppose it would be.” 

“Can you get it for us?” 

Gwen’s question makes the woman sigh, but to Peter’s surprise, she surrenders. 
“ll see what I can do.” 


Peter, Gwen, and Miles watch as the woman leaves, genuine smiles painting each of their faces for 
the first time in way too long. 
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Tension fills the air as soon as Ross returns home. 
The kids don’t acknowledge Harry’s absence, and oddly enough, neither does the man. 
Peter can’t help but wonder if he’d been hoping for this outcome all along. 


“T need to ask you something,” Miles starts, fidgeting awkwardly in his seat when Ross’s gaze 
shifts to his shaking form. 


“What is it?” 
Miles gulps at Ross’s stern tone. “Can I see my uncle? Please?” 
Ross furrows his brow, obviously unprepared for the question. “Sure, why not?” 


“He needs your permission,” Gwen deadpans, her measured nonchalance sending a jolt of fear 
through Peter’s system. “You have to call his social worker and say it’s okay.” 


“You don’t tell me what to do,” Ross snaps, crossing his arms over his chest as a petulant child 
does when they’re told they have to go to bed. 


Gwen narrows her eyes, and for a second Peter’s worried that she’s going to argue, but she just 
sighs. “Sorry.” 


Ross pauses, seemingly lost in thought, before relenting. ““What’s the number?” he asks Gwen, and 
Peter has to fight to keep his disgust off of his face. 


The man doesn’t even have the social worker’s number saved? 


Looking at Gwen’s expression, she’s obviously thinking the same thing, but she just pulls out her 
phone. “I'll text it to you.” 


“You owe me,” Ross grumbles, eyeing Miles as he pulls his phone out of his pants pocket. 


He punches the numbers into his phone, and the speed at which his entire demeanor changes is 
honestly terrifying to Peter. “Hello, ’m looking for my foster son’s social worker? My kid’s name 
is Miles.” 


Miles grimaces at Ross’s use of the phrase ‘my kid,’ and the man shoots him a glare before 
stepping away from the table, continuing his conversation with the social worker in a cheerful tone. 


“Tt’s crazy how we’re only ‘his children’ when it’s convenient for him, huh?” Peter remarks softly, 
trying to elicit a smile from Miles. 


The joke falls on deaf ears, anxiety practically radiating off of the other boy in waves. 


“That’s how it’s always been,” Gwen points out, absentmindedly twirling a lock of her blonde hair 
between her fingers. “I honestly don’t blame Harry for leaving.” 


Peter frowns at the sudden shift of the mood, but before he can respond, Ross storms back into the 
room. 


“Why the fuck would you three lie to me?” 


Alarm pulses through Peter’s body as he instinctively takes a step back, putting a barrier between 
Ross and the two others. 


He searches desperately in his mind for what the supposed lie could be, but he can’t figure it out. A 
glance back at Gwen and Miles tells him that they don’t know either. 


“Lie about what?” Peter asks, careful to keep his tone even. There’s no reason for him to poke the 
wasp’s nest any harder than necessary. 


Ross pinches the bridge of his nose between his fingers and scowls as if merely talking to his wards 
is the last thing he wants to be doing. 


Which, Peter figures, probably isn’t too far from the truth. 
“The home visit, you dimwits. What did you tell her?” 


“Nothing!” Peter exclaims, blinking away tears of frustration at the unfair accusation. “You didn’t 
even ask, how is that lying?” 


“If you don’t have anything to hide, then why didn’t you tell me about it?” Ross asks, his stern 
tone gradually increasing in volume until it’s almost too much for Peter’s enhanced hearing to bear. 
“T swear to God if she was here asking about Harry-” 


“She didn’t,” Miles gulps, trying and failing to keep his voice from wavering. 


Ross takes a threatening step forward, and Gwen puts her hand out as if she’s trying to tame a bull. 
“She was just here about Miles’s uncle,” she says smoothly. “Did you say that visitation is okay?” 


Peter flinches at her blatant attempt to change the subject, but Ross just sighs and turns to Miles. 
“You can see your fucking uncle, go and live with him for all I care.” 
Despite the man’s harsh words, Miles’s face breaks out into a grin. 


“You’d better not be lying about Harry,” Ross continues, gaze flitting between Gwen and Peter. 
“ll find out if you told her anything.” 


“We’re not that stupid,” Gwen grumbles, and Peter has to resist the urge to slap a hand over her 
mouth. 


Instead of blowing up like Peter expects, Ross chuckles. “Could’ve fooled me.” 


Unable to think of a response that wouldn’t make the man any angrier than he already is, Gwen 


and Miles make a tactical retreat back to the bedroom. 
Peter’s about to follow, but there’s still one thing nagging him. 


“Did she say anything about Peni?” he asks carefully, mentally preparing to be berated for ‘living 
in the past.’ 


“God, I can’t believe you asked for her phone number,” Ross ridicules. “She’s five, what could she 
possibly have to talk about?” 


“She’s nine,” Peter bites out. “Did you get her phone number?” 


Ross sneers, but to Peter’s surprise, he pulls a post-it note from his jacket pocket. “You’re so soft,” 
the man chuckles. “Good luck in the real world.” 


Disregarding the man’s jab to his character, Peter takes the phone number, staring at the crumpled 
piece of paper in disbelief. 


“Thanks,” he mumbles distractedly as he turns to join his foster siblings in their bedroom. 
“God, that was a nightmare,” Gwen complains as soon as Peter closes the door. 


Miles nods in agreement, but Peter can’t think of anything but the string of numbers he has 
clutched in his fist. 


“He got her phone number,” Peter whispers. 


Gwen stares at him like he’s grown a second head, but he can’t blame her. It’s almost impossible 
for Peter to believe it himself. 


“You’re kidding,” Gwen accuses. “You’re fucking with me, there’s no way-” 


Her expression morphs from one of disbelief to one of absolute joy when Peter shows her the post- 
it. 


“That’s- Peter!” she practically squeals, wrapping him in a hug. 


Peter smiles, unable to contain his excitement for any longer. “Should we call now? What’s the 
time difference from here to Japan? How should-” 


“Woah,” Gwen chuckles. “Let’s text first and set up a date, okay?” 

Peter nods dejectedly. “But... Peni!” he complains. 

“T know,” Gwen smiles softly. “TPIl text him right now and ask when a good time would be.” 
She reaches for the paper, and Peter gratefully hands it over. 


Gwen punches the numbers into her phone and begins to draft a message when Peter finally 
remembers that Miles is still sitting awkwardly on his bed. 


“So, your uncle!” Peter exclaims, voice dripping with enthusiasm. “That’s so exciting!” 


Miles smiles, and his joy is contagious. “Yeah, Uncle Aaron is the best! I can’t wait to see him.” 


“Seems like you’ll be out of here in no time, huh?” Gwen remarks, still bent over the small screen 
of her cell phone. “Are you excited?” 


“Uh, I mean...” Miles stammers, his hand awkwardly rubbing the back of his neck. 
Peter chuckles. “We won’t be offended that you are. This isn’t exactly a five-star establishment.” 
“You’re right about that,” Gwen snorts. 


“Tt’s not all that bad,” Miles argues, obviously still anxious about potentially offending them. “Just 
an... acquired taste, maybe.” 


It’s all Peter can do to restrain himself from breaking out into laughter then and there. “Please, 
Harry’s been here the longest and he hates it here more than anyone.” 


Gwen throws her phone down onto her mattress, obviously holding in her own fit of giggles. “Trust 
me, this isn’t a taste you want to acquire.” 


“What do you think you’ll do with your uncle tomorrow?” Peter asks, desperate to change the 
subject before the mood of the room drops any more than it already has. 


Miles’s face lights up yet again. “Honestly, I have no idea. I’d be happy just to see him, you 
know?” 


Peter smiles fondly. Yes, he does know. 


Given the chance to spend just one more day with Ben and May, he has no idea what he’d want to 
do. The pleasure of their company would be more than enough for him. 


Even though their situations have a few blaring differences, Peter understands how agonizing it is 
to be separated from beloved family members. 


Before he can think of a less depressing response, Gwen’s phone buzzes, and both she and Peter 
dive to read the message. 


Gwen gets there first, and she snatches her phone from the bed, the soft glow illuminating her face 
as she unlocks it. 


“Peni has said much about you, and I am happy to hear from you,” Gwen reads aloud, and a fuzzy 
feeling floods Peter’s chest. 


Peni talks about them? 


“T will talk to Peni about the phone call,” Gwen continues. “I’m sure she would love to say hello. 
She is enjoying Japan, I have attached a picture from her robotics camp.” 


Peter scrambles to see the picture, and when he does, his heart melts. 


Peni is sitting at a workbench, a wide smile on her face that Peter’s only seen on a few select 
occasions. 


“She looks happy,” Miles remarks, leaning over Gwen’s shoulder. “She’s the one I replaced?” 
Gwen nods, but Peter can’t tear his eyes away from the picture. 


She’s so young and carefree. The realization that this is what Ross took away from her for all those 


months is enough to make Peter see red. 


“She loves robots,” Gwen smiles, oblivious to Peter’s swelling anger. “She liked a bunch of stuff, 
but robots were always her favorite.” 


“Her dad seems nice,” Peter remarks, mostly as an attempt to calm himself down. “I’m glad, she 
deserves nice people in her life. She was always such a sweet kid.” 


“What should we say about Harry?” Gwen asks, a troubled expression on her face. “She’ll have 
questions.” 


“That he’s gone?” Peter suggests. “Maybe if we’re vague enough, her dad will take over.” 


He and Gwen both smile fondly at the photo for a few more seconds, only to be torn away by an 
uncharacteristic snort from Miles. 


“What?” 
“Nothing,” Miles assures them. “It’s just sweet.” 


When Peter and Gwen continue to stare at him blankly, Miles stumbles to clarify his point. “I’m 
glad that you guys have been able to find little bits of happiness here. You know, despite 
everything.” 


Peter crosses his arms self-consciously. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 


“Well, my uncle always tells me that little bits of happiness are what make life worth it. ’m glad 
that you guys have that here, even though things suck most of the time.” 


Gwen snorts, but Peter can see that she’s trying to hold back a smile. 


“He seems like a wise man,” Peter concedes, elbowing Gwen in the ribs. “It’s nice, the stories you 
tell of him kind of remind me of my Uncle Ben.” 


Peter feels Gwen stiffen beside him, and as much as he wants to, he can’t blame her. 


In all the time that he’s known her, Peter can probably count the number of times he’s mentioned 
Uncle Ben to Gwen on one hand. 


“T’m glad that you have him,” Gwen admits softly, locking eyes with Miles. “That doesn’t mean 
that we won’t miss you, though.” 


“Woah,” Miles chuckles. “It’s visitation, I’m not leaving forever!” 


“Tt’s only a matter of time,” Peter points out, a smile painted onto his face at the bittersweet 
realization. “See if you can get an estimated date when you see him, Gwen and I need to throw a 
good-bye party.” 


Miles quirks an eyebrow. “You really don’t have to-” 


“We absolutely have to!” Gwen interrupts. “Harry didn’t get one, and Peni left too fast for us to do 
anything but have a thirty second dance party!” 


Peter gasps, dramatically clutching his hand to his chest as if he’s been burned. “You had a dance 
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party without me? I’ve been betrayed 


“Oh, yeah,” Gwen teases. “We pulled out the big guns and everything. We did the robot, complete 
with beeping noises and everything.” 


Miles bursts into laughter. “Even Harry?” 


“Especially Harry,” Gwen chuckles. “He was the life of the party! You know, for all thirty seconds 
of it.” 


“That sounds like a blast,” Miles remarks, lips curled into an amused smirk. “I take back my 
decision, we absolutely need to have a dance party when it’s time for me to go home.” 


Peter chuckles, basking in the pleasant energy that’s quickly becoming a rarity in Ross’s 
household. 


Harry’s empty bed makes Peter’s chest tighten involuntarily, but he does his best to ignore it. 
If he’s mature enough to make his own decisions, then so is Harry. 


Still, his absence follows the trio around like a shadow, lurking silently throughout the rest of the 
night. 


Breakfast the next morning is a very emotionally charged affair, to say the least. 


Miles is practically jumping up and down with excitement by the time his social worker’s car pulls 
up to the front of the house. 


Strangely enough, Ross has been in his bedroom all morning, talking on the phone in a hushed 
whisper that even Peter’s enhanced hearing can’t pick up. 


“Don’t take any candy from strangers,” Gwen teases, smiling as Miles bounces on the balls of his 
feet, watching through the window as the social worker climbs the steps to the front door. 


“You’re really taking this whole ‘oldest sibling’ thing seriously, huh?” Miles remarks 
absentmindedly, and Peter has to stifle a chuckle. 


Gwen snorts. “Listen to your elders, Miles. God, you’re both so rude.” 
“Both of us?” Peter exclames incredulously. “What did I do?” 


Gwen shakes her head, barely able to hold off the fit of laughter bubbling up inside her. “What 
haven’t you done?” 


Before Peter can inform Gwen that her logic is massively flawed, a knock on the door brings them 
both back to reality. 


Miles practically trips over his own feet as he rushes to the door and swings it open. 
“Good morning, Miles!” she exclaims brightly. “Are you ready to go?” 
Peter winces as the boy nods his head so vigorously that he begins to fear for the state of his neck. 


The social worker chuckles at Miles’s antics. “Great, I just have to check in with Thaddeus and 


we'll be on our way.” 

Miles visibly tenses up. 

“Okay, Pll go and get-” 

“ll get him,” Peter interrupts, sliding out from his seat at the kitchen table. 


Gwen reaches out, as if to grab Peter’s arm and stop him, but she glances subtly at the social 
worker and pulls back at the last second. 


It’s common knowledge in their fucked up almost-family that interrupting Ross when he’s working 
is practically the equivalent of a death wish. 


Seeing how uncharacteristically stressed the man has been all morning, Peter knows for a fact that 
this isn’t going to end up going well for him. 


Deciding to bite the bullet, Peter knocks on the door of the bedroom, and steps over the dreaded 
threshold for the second time in as many days. 


“What do you want?” Ross snaps, whirling around in his seat and covering the paperwork littering 
his desk. 


Peter has half a mind to question what the man’s hiding, a combination of the strange situation and 
his spider-sense making his skin crawl, but he stops himself. 


There’s no reason for him to dig his own grave. 
“The social worker’s asking for you,” Peter tells him. “About Miles, not Har-” 
“Yeah, I got it,” Ross dismisses, pushing past Peter’s quivering form. 


Peter has to suppress a flinch as he feels a strong hand wrap around his upper arm, dragging him 
out of the bedroom. 


“Hello, Katherine!” he exclaims cheerfully, turning the heads of everyone else in the kitchen. 


Peter pulls himself from the man’s grasp, and he can barely hold back a shudder when he sees the 
forced smile that’s on Ross’s face. 


The woman smiles back, falling for the man’s facade. “Well, everything seems to be in order. Do 
you-” 


“T’m so sorry,” Ross apologizes as the ringing of his phone cuts the woman off. “The work never 
ends, does it? Have fun, Miles,” he smiles, practically forcing the pair out the door before ducking 
back into his bedroom to take the call. 


Peter and Gwen stare at each other for a few seconds, Ross’s unintelligible frantic whispers 
carrying through the walls and only adding to the growing ball of dread in Peter’s gut. 


Finally, Gwen stands up. “How about a movie?” she suggests. “We haven’t had a movie day ina 
while, and we’d probably have to watch it on mute, but I like subtitles anyway.” 


Peter grins. “That sounds amazing. Do you think Peni might want to talk today? This seems like a 
good opportunity to do that, right?” 


“T don’t know, but I can ask her dad,” Gwen responds, frowning thoughtfully. “It’s probably super 
late there, but maybe tonight?” 


Peter nods, but his mind is somewhere else. 


Gwen continues to ramble about time differences and movie choices, but Peter can’t shake the 
weird feeling in his gut. It’s almost like his spider-sense is malfunctioning. 


“Do you want to go somewhere?” Peter asks suddenly, surprising even himself with the question. 
“Just- get out of the house. We could go to the library, or the park-” 


“What’s gotten into you?” Gwen asks, brows furrowed in concern. “Are you high?” 


“No!” Peter exclaims, frantically searching for an explanation that won’t make him sound any 
crazier than he already is. “Something just feels off, okay?” 


Gwen nods slowly, her skeptical gaze never leaving Peter. “Are you sure you’re okay? You can 
talk to me, you know.” 


“I’m fine,” Peter assures her. 
He’s about to drop the subject when a new surge of alarm courses through his body. 


His spider-sense screams, and it feels almost as if it’s trying to warn him of a gun to his head, but 
when he glances frantically around the kitchen, Gwen’s the only one there. 


It’s so real, though. Peter can’t ignore the warning, it has to mean something. 


“Please, can we go somewhere?” Peter begs. “I just- I don’t know what it is. I just can’t be here 
right now.” 


Gwen’s expression softens, and Peter knows that she’s going to cave before she even opens her 
mouth. 


“T guess you can show me around Midtown Tech,” she surrenders. “I’m not exactly attached to the 
idea of spending the day at home with Ross like this.” 


Peter wants to smile, but he can’t. The stomach-churning anxiety is almost too much for him to 
bear, and his spider-sense is practically begging him to leave right this second. 


“Now?” he chokes out pathetically, silently begging Gwen to say yes. 
“Fine,” she sighs. “Just let me go get my sunglasses.” 


Peter breathes a sigh of relief as she makes her way to the bedroom, and he instinctively follows 
close behind her. 


“Do you think I'll need a hat?” Gwen asks, brows furrowed in thought. “How much shade is 
there?” 


“You don’t need a hat,” Peter assures her, barely restraining himself from grabbing her and getting 
the fuck out of here. “Let’s go, please.” 


Gwen snorts as she yields, allowing Peter to pull her by the arm towards the front door. 


“Wait!” she exclaims, stopping Peter in his tracks. “I forgot my wallet.” 


Before Peter can protest, she’s jogging back to their room. He begrudgingly follows her, trying his 
best to ignore the dread that’s already begun to consume him. 


From across the house, he hears the front door creak open, and the white-hot shock of pain that the 
sound sends up his spine is enough to bring tears to his eyes. 


“Gwen,” he whispers, reaching out to grab her wrist. “Something’s wrong, we have to-” 
At that moment, a figure appears at the bedroom door, and Peter freezes. 


There, staring back at him with a sneer that only makes the alarm bells in Peter’s head grow, is 
none other than the winged guy. 


Even though every cell in his body seems to be screaming at Peter to get out, he can’t help but 
notice that the man seems a lot smaller without his wings. 


“Hey, Spidey,” the man sing-songs, effectively snapping Peter out of his thoughts. “You’re just the 
man I wanted to see.” 


Gwen’s gaze snaps to affix itself to Peter, a mix of shock and terror painting her expression. 


“Let her leave,” Peter orders in a low whisper. “I don’t know what you want from me, but she has 
nothing to do with it.” 


The man chuckles. “I think we’re all fine right here, don’t you?” 
“Peter, what-” Gwen starts, but Peter cuts her off with a frantic wave of his hand. 
“Go,” he instructs her, frantically motioning toward the window. “Quickly, before-” 


Suddenly, Peter’s spider-sense spikes, and before he has the time to fully process what’s 
happening, he’s grabbing Gwen and diving behind the nearest bed. 


The glinting object that the man pulls from his coat sends waves of terror through Peter’s body. 
He has a fucking gun. 
“What the hell, Peter?” Gwen whispers, her nails digging into Peter’s arm. 


From across the room, the man chuckles, but otherwise ignores Gwen’s shock. “Stay right there,” 
the man hisses through gritted teeth. “We’re going to have a little chat.” 


“Ross!” Peter cries out, praying that their foster father will be enough to scare the man away. 
“Help-” 


His pleas are cut off by the unmistakable sound of the gun cocking. 


“You won’t like what happens if you yell again,” the man informs him simply, as if he didn’t just 
threaten the life of a teenager. 


“What do you want from me?” Peter asks, wincing as he looks over to his foster sister and sees that 
sheer terror is practically radiating from her shaking form. “I'll stay here, I promise. Please, let her 
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go. 


“And let her go get help?” the man sneers. “Nice try.” 


“Please,” Peter begs, a terrifying sense of hopelessness filling his chest. He has to get the gun away 
from the man, but how? His web shooters are gone, and his speed and agility only give him so 
much of a leg up. 


It would never be enough to get them out of this situation, Peter realizes painfully. He’s just not 
strong enough. 


“You’re going to agree to stop messing with my business,” the man orders sharply, his unwavering 
hands still pointing the gun at Peter. “Then, you’re going to give me your gear, and tell me who 
your supplier is.” 


“T’ll stop,” Peter promises, voice weak with panic. A small part of him is disgusted that he’d agree 
to let countless civilians die without a second thought, but he’s too afraid to care. “I don’t have 
anything right now, it’s at the bottom of that lake, but-” 


“Bullshit,” the man interjects, angrily taking a step forward and yet again brandishing the gun in 
Peter’s direction. “You’ ve had days to replace it, I’m not an idiot. It’s in here somewhere, and 
you’re going to tell me where it is.” 


Before Peter has a chance to respond, the man starts searching the room top to bottom for the 
supposed ‘gear.’ 


Keeping a watchful eye on the man who’s currently tearing up their closet in a tornado of rage, 
Peter taps Gwen on the shoulder and silently motions towards the clear path to the door. 


Gwen nods in understanding, her hand still encircling Peter’s slender wrist. 


They move as one, silently shifting to get into a better position. Peter’s head spins as Gwen tears 
toward the open door, yanking him along behind her. 


Her movements are panicked yet effortless, and Peter doesn’t think he’s ever seen someone run so 
fast in his entire life. 


He’s just beginning to accept the fact that they could have a chance of escape when a figure 
appears in the doorway, making Gwen stop in her tracks. 


Two gunshots ring through the small room, and time seems to stand still as Gwen falls to the 
ground. 


Peter’s floating. 


Before he knows it, he’s on the floor, gripping Gwen’s warm body to his chest as people move 
around the room. 


Someone yells, but Peter can’t see or hear anything other than his foster sister, who’s shaking as 
she gasps for air. 


The blood that paints her chest and his fingertips is the color of tulips on a beautiful spring 
morning. 


The color of the checkerboard picnic blanket they’d lay out on the crisp green grass, the morning 
sun shining down on the both of them. 


Gwen would smile as the cool breeze tickles their faces, her eyes sparkling and full of life. 


Until, of course, they aren’t. 


“What did you do?” Peter roars, cradling Gwen in his arms gently, as if her body is made of 
porcelain. Tears and snot run down his face, and he can’t quite convince himself that he’s not 
dreaming. “Gwen! Oh my god, what the fuck did you-” 


His words are cut short as a searing pain embeds itself in his thigh, a warm fluid pouring down his 
leg as it trickles from the wound to the floor. 


Peter holds Gwen tighter, desperate not to let go, until he can’t keep himself upright anymore. A 
symphony of sirens fills the air, but Peter’s head is pounding far too loudly for him to fully process 
them. 


He’s shivering, exhausted, and his head is spinning, but Peter’s still conscious enough to register 
the familiar pair of dress shoes in front of his face before the world goes black around him. 
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Chapter 14 


Chapter Notes 


tw for hospitals 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The first thing Peter registers when he finally stirs awake is pain. 


His brain is foggy, but after a few seconds of floating somewhere entirely different, he remembers 
what’s going on. 


A wave of despair and grief crashes down on him, and when it does, he wishes he was still 
unconscious. 


“Gwen?” Peter gasps out, gripping the sides of his hospital bed as he tries to push himself up. He 
hisses as his leg pulses with pain, but he forces his arms to prop his body up until his shaking feet 
touch the ground. 


As soon as they do, the room bursts to life, and countless pairs of cold gloved hands push Peter 
back into the bed. 


“What- Gwen!” Peter cries out, struggling against the doctor’s grip. 


“T need you to calm down, son,” the man pleads, relaxing his grip on Peter’s limbs once the boy 
finally goes limp. “Take it easy, you just got out of surgery. You shouldn’t be awake, let alone 
moving around like this.” 


Peter swallows, unsure if he’s meant to apologize for being awake. 


If he was able to think about anything other than Gwen’s warm blood pooling under his hands and 
painting his fingertips red, he’d be a shaking mess, desperately thinking of a way to hide his 
enhancements from the doctors who have seen firsthand evidence of it. 


Instead, Peter’s numb. 
He feels pain, of course, but it’s almost as if nothing’s real. 


Laying there, listening to the doctor ramble about emergency surgery and blood transfusions, Peter 
can’t help but wonder if it would be better to just do nothing. 


Yes, he’ll most likely be thrown into some kind of government prison, but maybe that’s where he 
belongs. 


Gwen’s dead. The doctor hasn’t mentioned her, so she has to be dead. 
It’s Peter’s fault. 


“Where is Gwen?” Peter gasps out, interrupting the doctor. “The girl I was with at the house. Is 
she-” 


“T can see that you’re upset,” the doctor placates in a soothing tone. “Can I bring your foster father 
in? he’s right outside.” 


Peter nods slowly, desperate for any scrap of information he can get his hands on. 

His heart sinks when Ross enters the room, practically fuming with distress. 

“Gwen?” Peter whispers, even though deep down he already knows the answer to his question. 
“She’s gone!” Ross snaps. “You know that. Stop asking for her.” 


The sight of the shock on the doctor’s face makes the man quickly change his tune. “I’m so sorry, 
Peter, you know how traumatic this situation is for all of us. I shouldn’t have said-” 


“Why didn’t you do anything?” Peter asks, frowning. “You were right there, why couldn’t-” 
“Maybe we should do this later,” the doctor suggests awkwardly. “Peter really needs rest.” 


Peter sighs. “No, it’s fine,” he says half-heartedly, unable to fully pay attention to the rest of the 
room. 


Gwen is dead. 
She’s gone forever, and he’ll never see her again- 


“T don’t understand,” Peter whimpers, blinking away tears just in time to catch Ross’s subtle scoff. 
“T’m sorry, I can’t...” 


“Grief can present itself in many different ways,” the doctor starts, eyes crinkled in sympathy. “I 
promise you, everything you feel is completely normal. You have a great support system, so I have 
no doubt that-” 


“You don’t have to do that,” Peter finds himself saying, the agonizing pain he’s in both physically 
and emotionally removing any mental filter he has. “I know the whole talk by now.” 


The doctor quirks an eyebrow, glancing to Ross for an explanation. “Excuse me?” 
“The dead person talk,” Peter states numbly. “It’s my third time, I don’t need it.” 


“The... dead person talk?” the doctor clarifies incredulously. “Sorry, what do you mean by ‘third 
time’ ?" 


“Woah, they must have given you the good stuff,” Ross jokes lightly, placing a hand on Peter’s 
back. “I’m so sorry, he’s usually not like this.” 


“T completely understand,” the doctor nods solemnly. “Take whatever time you need, a nurse will 
be in to check his vitals later.” 


Ross nods as the doctor steps out, and deep down, Peter knows he should beg the man to stay. 
Countless past experiences have taught him that being alone in a room with Ross is dangerous, 
especially when he’s physically incapacitated, but he just can’t bring himself to care. 


“You need to stop blaming me for this, Peter,” Ross suddenly orders, catching Peter off guard. “I 
know it... sucks that she’s gone, but people could get the wrong idea if you keep saying things like 
‘you should have done something.’” 


Peter tries to respond, but he’s too baffled by the sudden remark that he can’t manage to get any 
words out. 


Finally, finds his voice and chokes out, “What do you mean?” 
“T’m just saying, it wasn’t my fault that she died.” 


“Are you saying that it’s mine?” Peter whispers, his heart rate skyrocketing at the thought of his 
internalized fears being confirmed. “I’m not the one who let him in-” 


“J didn’t fucking let him in,” Ross hisses defensively. “I was in my bedroom the whole time, I 
didn’t even know anything was going on until I heard the gunshots.” 


Peter has to choke back a sob at the harsh reminder, the stinging pain in his leg only worsening the 
memories. “I saw your shoes in the doorway, you were there!” 


Ross sighs angrily and pinches the bridge of his nose. “You lost a lot of blood, Peter. You were 
probably seeing things.” 


Suddenly, Peter doesn’t feel much like talking anymore. 


He can’t help but wonder if he’s going crazy. Anyone can see that Gwen’s death falls squarely on 
him, and the guilt is crushing, but somehow there’s a lot of apathy hidden among Peter’s remorse. 


Maybe this just confirms the thought that he’s a terrible person. It’s clear that he’s a terrible 
superhero, but he already knew that. 


Now, though? He just single handedly caused his foster sister’s death. The winged man was after 
him. Peter knew that, and he’s too much of a coward to finish the fights that he starts, and now 
Gwen is gone. At this point, it seems like simply being near Peter comes with a death sentence 


It’s on him, and Peter doesn’t know how he’s going to live with himself. 
“T’m sorry,” Peter whimpers, his shaking voice only barely audible. “Gwen, she’s-” 
Ross rolls his eyes, obviously done with the subject, but it’s like her name is stuck in Peter’s head. 


She is his only thought, despair is his only feeling. Every second, he can feel himself sinking 
deeper and deeper into grief, and he knows from experience that he can only go so much further 
until something in him cracks. 


Every time Peter closes his eyes, it’s Gwen’s smile that he sees. The image of her eyes crinkling at 
the corners as she let out the type of genuine laugh that revealed the slight gap between her teeth. 
Her freckles illuminated by the mid-afternoon sun streaming through their bedroom window. 


The idea that he’Il never see her again is agonizing. 


He’s not unfamiliar with this kind of grief, of course. When Ben and May died, it was weeks before 
he could go more than a few hours without obsessing over the tiny details in his aunt’s face or his 
uncle’s odd sayings and mannerisms. Every idle thought, every new memory is a stark reminder of 
what, of who has been lost. 


Still, the fact that the feeling is familiar does nothing to ease the raw pain that Peter feels in his 
chest when he thinks of what could have been. 


If he wasn’t so careless, maybe he would have replaced his web shooters after the lake incident 


and could have protected them. Or, at least, he could have gotten a mask that wouldn’t blow away 
on the highway and reveal his identity to a criminal. 


Or, barring any other option, he should have ensured everyone’s safety once his identity was 
compromised. 


Instead, he did nothing, and he wasn’t even the one to deal with the consequences. 
Why the fuck couldn’t it have been him? 


Peter’s finally pulled out of his spiral of thoughts when a nurse pops his head back into the room, 
and informs them that visiting hours are over. 


It takes all of the willpower in Peter’s body for him to keep the relief off of his face. 
“Be good,” Ross reminds him with a pointed look, sending a shiver down Peter’s spine. 


The hospital room is uncannily quiet after the man leaves, and the only sound filling the air is the 
periodic beep of the heart monitor. 


Underneath the now painful memories of his foster sister, Peter knows that he has to make a 
choice. 


Part of him wants to feign ignorance and simply wait to be discharged and go back to Ross’s house, 
but he can’t shake the feeling that something's wrong. Even if Ross genuinely didn’t hear anything 
until the gun went off, he still has to know why the man was there in the first place. 


What’s he going to do with that information when they’ re finally alone? 


It’s entirely possible that he’d simply kick Peter out, but he could also hold his secret identity over 
his head. 


That’s not something that Peter can risk happening. 


Anyway, even if he somehow doesn’t know about Spider-Man, Gwen’s death is only proof that it’s 
not safe for Peter to associate himself with anyone. 


Yeah, being lonely sucks, but he honestly can’t think of an alternative. 


At least when his aunt and uncle died, he didn’t have his powers. Realistically, Peter knows that 
there would have been no way for him to save them even if he did get there in time, even though it 
didn’t feel like that at the time. 


Now, though? He has to live with the knowledge that Gwen would be alive if he’d just moved a bit 
faster. 


As much as it hurts now, Peter knows the pain will get so much worse when he has to go back to 
living with someone who knows what he’s done. 


He can already hear Ross’s unspoken snide comments, confirming the thoughts that already 
threaten to tear Peter up from the inside out. 


Then, there’s the whole other issue of the doctors. They’re already probably suspicious that Peter 
woke up way earlier than he should have, and every second he stays in the hospital brings him one 
step closer to having his identity revealed to even more people. 


Living on the streets while recovering from a gunshot wound isn’t something that Peter’s 
necessarily looking forward to, but it’s becoming increasingly obvious that his options are limited. 


Besides, it should be healed before too long. Yeah, it still hurts like a bitch, but closer inspection 
reveals that the stitches are almost healed. 


Peter pushes himself up from the bed, wincing as his wounded leg rubs against the course sheets. 
He’s made up his mind, he has to go. 


Knowing that waiting isn’t going to make the process any easier, Peter forces himself onto his feet, 
stifling a gasp of pain when he pulls out his IV. 


His head spins as he gets used to being upright, and he clutches the side of the bed for support until 
he can see clearly again. 


Peter hobbles towards the window, and he’s struggling to get it open when he hears movement 
outside his room. 


He freezes, stomach dropping in horror. There’s no way he’Il be able to get back to the bed in time, 
so if the nurse comes in, they’ll know exactly what he’s trying to do. 


Tears fill Peter’s eyes as he hears the doorknob rattle, and he mentally prepares himself to be 
berated by an angry nurse for being up, but the lecture never comes. 


When he finally looks up, he’s speechless. 


Instead of the nurse he was expecting, he’s met with the sight of the door swinging itself open, 
surrounded by red mist. 


On the other side of the door, the lady from the soup kitchen stares back at him, concern obvious 
in her frown. 


“Gwanda?” Peter asks, half-convinced that he’s in some kind of drug-induced dream. 


The woman quirks an eyebrow subtly, but after a few seconds, she takes a tentative step into the 
room. “Are you alright, Peter?” 


Peter pauses. He’s far from alright, but should he tell that to a stranger? He basically has no idea 
who this woman even is. 


“The door...” Peter mutters, brain still foggy. “How did you open it like that?” 


“T need you to focus,” the woman orders. “Are you in a safe situation? If you aren’t, I can help 


” 


you. 


Despite himself, Peter chuckles for the first time since Gwen’s passing. “I just got fuckin’ shot, 
what do you think?” 


“You just got shot, yet you’re able to walk around without a problem,” she points out. “We know 
that you’re enhanced, Peter.” 


The accusation sends a pulse of adrenaline through Peter’s body. He subtly scans the room for any 
possible exit points, but Gwanda must notice, because her expression softens. 


“Relax, I’m not here to hurt you. You and I are the same, see?” 


Peter watches in awe as the red mist appears again, and the door closes itself. 


Gwanda locks the door, ignoring Peter’s bewildered expression. “I feel your distress, your... grief,” 
she admits, frowning. “You’re running away, and I’m not going to press you for details, but I have 
to assume that it’s because you have no other options.” 


Peter gulps, nodding his head silently as he allows himself to finally admit the ugly truth. Gwen’s 
death was the last straw, but his home life has been shaky at best for far too long. 


It was only a matter of time before this happened. 


“Just say the word and I'll leave,” the woman promises, an almost frantic glint in her eyes. “If you 
want to come with me, though, you can do that.” 


“What?” Peter’s heart practically stops. “That’s insane! I don’t even know you.” 


The woman frowns. “I know, and I won’t blame you if you say no, but James and I just want to 
protect you. He made me promise to leave you a way out, but Peter, we’d never hurt you. You 
have to see that.” 


As terrifying as the thought is, Peter does have an uncanny feeling that he’s safe with Gwanda. 


“Not forever,” she assures him. “Just until you heal, okay? I don’t think I could live with myself if 
I allow you to live on the streets in this condition.” 


Before he has time to properly mull the decision over, he nods. 
What does he have to lose? 
“Great,” the woman smiles, her eyes sparkling with something akin to kindness. 


She clears the room in a few self-assured strides, and even though Peter sees it coming, he still 
flinches away when she approaches him. 


“Woah, I’m just trying to get to the window.” 


The woman’s tone is warm and soothing, and it’s all Peter can do not to burst into tears at that very 
second. 


“T assume you don’t want to leave in that hospital gown, do you?” Gwanda asks, smirking as the 
boy quickly shakes his head, his arms going limp by his sides. 


“T was going to swing by the house,” he admits, but the woman frowns. 

“We... can’t do that,” she says, regret evident in every one of her features. “I’m so sorry-” 
Peter cuts her off with another shake of his head. “It’s fine,”’ he assures her. 

It’s not like he was exactly looking forward to setting foot in their old bedroom. 


Gwanda smiles in relief and presses a shirt and some soft pajama pants into the boy’s hands. “I 
picked these up from the lost and found, I’m sorry if they don’t fit...” 


Peter holds the pants in front of his face, and Gwanda winces apologetically, but he can feel a 
sliver of joy begin to poke through the mountain of grief he feels. “It’s Hello Kitty!” 


“Yes, it is Hello Kitty,” the woman repeats slowly, as if she’s concerned for Peter’s sanity. “You 
need to change quickly so we can leave.” 


Gwanda stares at him expectantly for a few seconds before Peter finally realizes that she’s 
expecting him to change right there, and the idea makes him want to vomit. 


“T’ll just- change in here,” Peter suggests, not waiting for an answer before he hobbles to a nearby 
supply closet, trying his best to ignore the phantom hands running up and down his body. 


It’s a drastic shift from his previously numb state, but Peter can’t say that the image of Skip’s smirk 
that seems to have permanently ingrained itself into his mind makes him feel any better than he did 
while he was practically swimming in apathy. 


Either way, he’s barely holding himself together. 


The shirt is too large, but the pants fit well. Peter almost smiles at the cute cartoon cats, allowing 
himself to enjoy the softness of the fabric for a few seconds before he slides them over his legs. 


He steps out of the supply closet, practically swimming in the t-shirt that Gwanda gave him. “I’m 
ready.” 


“Great,” Gwanda says, absentmindedly reaching toward Peter. She stops in her tracks when Peter 
automatically jumps away from her reach. 


“Can I pick you up?” she asks softly, stepping back to give Peter some personal space when he 
visibly shudders at the question. “You can hold on to me if that’s better, I just need a way to make 
sure I won’t drop you.” 


“T’m sticky,” Peter croaks, already second-guessing his spontaneous decision to go with the 
woman. “T’1l be fine.” 


Gwanda nods slowly, pushing the window open with a gloved hand. “Hop on.” 
Peter complies, and immediately his head begins to spin. 
They lift off of the ground, and before he knows it, they’re soaring above New York. 


He’s convinced that he’s dreaming. There’s no other explanation for the events that have 
transpired in the past few hours. 


Maybe if he tries hard enough, he’ Il wake up and see that Gwen is sleeping safely in her bed, with 
no blood pouring out of the bullet wounds in her chest. 


Peter can only hope. 


Still, as more and more time passes, it’s getting pretty hard for Peter to convince himself that he’s 
ever going to wake up from this nightmare. 


After what somehow feels simultaneously like two seconds and two hours, Peter and Wanda touch 
down in front of an old building just outside of Hell’s Kitchen. 


While Peter follows Gwanda through the entrance and up the run-down stairs, he finds himself 
making a mental list of potential exits. 


Of course, the list ends up being made mostly of various windows, which serves as a painful 
reminder that he needs to make new web shooters. 


He doesn’t even want to think about the price he’s already paid for failing to replace them. 


Gwanda raps her knuckles on the door in a divisive pattern, and Peter takes a step back, looking 
around warily. 


When she’s met with silence, the woman sighs and knocks harder. “I know you’ re in there, Barnes. 
Open the door,” she hisses, face morphing into a scowl. 


The click of the door unlocking is barely audible, but Peter tenses at it nevertheless. 


Wanda purses her lips as she swings the door open, glaring angrily as James is revealed, his arms 
pulled up in a defensive stance. 


“Seriously, Bucky. What’s the point of a secret knock if you’re not going to open the door when 
you hear it?” 


The man groans. “I’ve told you a million times that knocking on a door isn’t an effective security 
measure. We’re not at a fucking girl scout camp...” 


He trails off as his gaze falls onto Peter, who is about two seconds away from turning and running 
in the opposite direction. 


“You’re Bucky Barnes?” Peter asks, mentally kicking himself for taking so long to put two and 
two together. “So, that must mean-” 


“Get inside,” Bucky grunts under his breath, effectively shutting the teenager up. “Wanda, you 
didn’t tell him?” 


Wanda shrugs, frowning as she locks the door behind them. “Don’t look at me, I thought he 
knew.” 


“So, you've been following me?” Peter spits out, anxiously eyeing the locked door. “Is that why 
you were at the food bank? You wanted to get back at Tony for what happened in Germany, so 
now I’m here. God, I’m so stupid-” 


“Woah, kid,” Bucky interrupts him. “Slow down, what do you mean by ‘get back at you?’” 


Peter gulps, glancing around the apartment. All of the windows are boarded up, but he can 
probably bust through the wood if he builds up enough momentum. The question is, will he be 
able to get out before Bucky’s metal arm tears his feeble body to shreds. 


He curses his own stupidity as he processes the question. “Like... get revenge? I don’t know, 
you’re the ones who have me in their weird murder-apartment.” 


Bucky shifts, making Peter’s muscles involuntarily tense, but he just puts his hands in the air. “I’m 
not going to hurt you. I don’t do that anymore.” 


The word ‘anymore’ weighs on Peter’s mind like a pile of rocks, sending his thoughts down 
avenues that he’d rather them not tread. 


Beside Bucky, Wanda quirks an eyebrow. “How do you know what happened in Germany?” 


“T was there?” Peter frowns in confusion, unsure of what other answer they’re looking for. “I mean, 
I didn’t actually fight you guys, so maybe Mr. Stark didn’t want you to know I was there, but-” 


“You’re that Spider-Guy?” Bucky exclaims, his jaw practically dropping to the floor. “You’re, 
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like, five years old 


Peter’s heart practically stops. “You didn’t know I was Spider-Man?” Peter asks meekly, unable to 
tear his gaze away from Wanda and Bucky’s astonished expressions. 


“Not until now,” Wanda admits, wincing in sympathy as Peter’s face falls. 
“Shit,” Peter curses, his hands playing awkwardly with the hem of his shirt. “Should I go?” 


The question is soft, and Peter winces at his tone. Honestly, how pathetic is it that he’s already 
gotten attached to these two strangers? The knowledge that they probably hate him should be 
enough to make him want to leave, but somehow, it isn’t. 


“No, stay,” Bucky exclaims almost too quickly. “You seriously think I’d kick an injured kid out 
over something like that?” 


Peter blinks slowly. “Yes? I almost fought to get you arrested, I don’t understand-” 


“Oh my god, this kid!” Bucky groans, glancing over at Wanda as if to confirm that he’s hearing 
Peter clearly. “You’re staying until you don’t want to anymore, got it? I don’t care about anything 
else.” 


Peter wants to argue, but he finds himself nodding dumbly instead. 
“Great, are you hungry?” 


The question makes Peter freeze. Past experience has taught him that there’s only one right answer 
to a question like that, and yet, Peter finds himself wanting to nod. 


“It’s okay if you are,” Wanda assures him, seeing his hesitation. “We’ll get you something, you 
can go sit down. Your leg must be killing you, enhanced healing or not.” 


“Thank you,” Peter whispers, still not allowing himself to believe that what he’s experiencing is 
real. 


He doesn’t deserve this. He caused the death of an innocent girl just a few days ago, and here he is, 
accepting free food and shelter. 


It honestly disgusts Peter how unfair the world truly is. 
“T could go on a grocery run,” Wanda offers when she sees the barren refrigerator. 


Bucky frowns, absentmindedly shaking his head as he searches for something to feed the hungry 
teenager that’s currently sitting in the other room. “It’s too risky, we shouldn’t go out twice in one 
day. Besides, Steve is still out.” 


Wanda smiles softly as she detects the note of worry in Bucky’s voice when he mentions Steve. 
“He’s fine, you know,” she assures him softly. “We’d hear if he’s not.” 


“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of,’ Bucky grumbles, settling on some stale bread and old jam for 
Peter. “I’m the reason we’re in this mess. If anything happens to him-” 


“Tt won't,” Wanda cuts him off. “He’s okay, I promise.” 


Bucky lets out a noncommittal hum as he carefully spreads jam on the bread, taking care to be 
more generous in the amount of the precious condiment he gives Peter than he would generally. 


The kid’s had a hard day, Bucky figures. He deserves some damn jelly. 


“He thinks it’s his fault,” Wanda bursts out, her knowing stare practically burning a hole through 
Bucky’s head. “Peter. I can feel it.” 


“Tt’s not,” Bucky grunts, already seeing where she’s going with the subject. “Our situations aren’t 
the same, though. That kid is one hundred percent innocent, and I’m-” 


“I’m not saying anything about anyone’s innocence.” Wanda puts her hands up in surrender. 
“Maybe you guys will understand each other’s feelings. You’re good for each other, I can already 
see that.” 


“You sound like Steve,” Bucky accuses, but he can’t deny the warm feeling that spreads through 
his chest at the mention of the boy. “Besides, he’s not here forever.” 


“He could be,” Wanda points out, doing little to shake the strange attachment that Bucky’s afraid 
that he seems to be forming with the kid. 


“No kid deserves to live like this, especially not that one. I- we can’t do that to him.” 


Wanda shrugs at Bucky’s statement, and he’s just glad that she’s not trying to argue any more 
about the situation. 


“Bring him his sandwich,” she orders, effectively changing the subject. “He must be starving.” 
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Chapter 15 


Chapter Notes 


tw for referenced sexual assault, background issues concerning food 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Peter can’t sleep in the strange apartment. 


The worn out fabric of the couch rubs uncomfortably against Peter’s aching body as he tosses and 
turns, but he still doesn’t regret declining Bucky’s offer to take the bed, which turned out to be a 
bare mattress lying on the floor. 


He already feels guilty that taking the couch forced Wanda to sleep on the floor, but now Peter sees 
why she was so eager to give up the sofa. 


Uncomfortable sleeping arrangements aside, Peter doesn’t think he’d be able to fall asleep even if 
he was laying on a cloud. The steady breathing and heartbeat of his three foster siblings aren’t 
there to lull him to sleep, and the deafening silence only makes Peter’s despair increase tenfold. 


He can hear Bucky and Wanda, of course, but it’s just not the same. Bucky’s movements are 
unsettlingly quiet, like he’s not there at all, and Wanda’s are way too smooth and calculated. 


Eventually, Peter can see the sunrise peeking through a sliver of uncovered window. He groans, 
realizing that sleep probably isn’t an option for him tonight. 


The wound on his leg throbs in protest as he shifts to get up, and Peter winces as he forces his foot 
onto the floor below him. 


He freezes as he locks eyes with Bucky, who isn’t asleep in bed like Peter thought. Instead, he’s 
sitting at the kitchen table, writing in a small journal. 


“Tm sorry,” Peter blushes, unable to curb the spike of adrenaline that pumps through his body at 
the sight of the man. “T’ll just...” 


“No!” 


Bucky’s voice is soft, and when Peter looks back at him, there’s a glint of kindness in his eyes. 
“Tt’s okay, are you hungry?” 


“... Yes?” Peter ventures, still unfamiliar with the concept of asking for food. “As long as that’s 
okay.” 


“Tt’s fine, kid,” Bucky sighs, snapping his journal shut. “I was just about to make myself some 
breakfast anyway.” 


Peter nods, about to sit down at the kitchen table, but he freezes when a thought pops into his head. 
“Does that mean that Gwan- I mean, Wanda won’t be able to eat?” 


Bucky blinks in confusion, obviously stunned by the question. “No, everyone can eat. God, did 


they forget to feed you where you used to live?” 


Not expecting an answer, the man turns to pull ingredients out of the refrigerator, and Peter winces 
as the mumbled question hits a little too close to home. 


“Tt’s amazing that the electricity works here,” Peter remarks, trying his best to change the subject. 
“Why is that?” 


Bucky shrugs. “I’ve been kind of out of it for... a while. Ste- I mean, someone pulled some strings 
and got it turned on. I guess it’s supposed to make me feel more like a person.” 


“Does it?” Peter asks, frowning at the admission. 


If he’s being honest with himself, he completely forgot about the trauma the man has just begun to 
recover from. 


Bucky doesn’t answer, and Peter feels his stomach sink in dread. 


He’s so selfish. Here he is, being dramatic about something that was his fault, when Bucky’s 
struggling with so much more shit. 


“When does Wanda usually get up?” Peter asks, trying his best to break the uncomfortable silence. 


“Depends,” Bucky hums, absentmindedly cracking the last of the eggs in the carton into a rusted 
pan. “She doesn’t stay here overnight that often, but I assume she’ Il probably be up before too 
long.” 


Peter nods. That explains the lack of an extra mattress, at least. 


“There aren’t that many eggs left, are you sure I shouldn’t wait until she eats? You know, just 
because...” he asks self-consciously, but he’s silenced by a cold glare from Bucky. 


“Eat the eggs, kid,” the man groans, placing a plate full of scrambled eggs in front of him. “We can 
go on a food run later. I wonder if we have an apple or something, plain eggs aren’t exactly a 
balanced breakfast.” 


Peter gulps, already trying his hardest not to inhale the pile of eggs. “Really, you don’t have to-” 


“T’m going to.” Bucky’s sharp tone leaves no room for argument, so Peter sits back as the man 
searches through the refrigerator. “There’s no fruit left, so we'll just have to get some. I could 
really go for some plums right now.” 


They eat in silence, Peter still marvelling at the idea that he was just served food without having to 
earn it. 


He starts to collect the plates when they both finish, certain that he’s at least expected to help clean 
up, but Bucky stops him. 


“T got it, kid. Keep weight off of your leg, yeah?” 


The man brings the pile of dishes to the sink and turns on the tap, his metal arm clanking strangely 
against the plates as he washes them. 


Peter marvels at the eerie calm. Wanda must still be asleep, even though the kitchen’s already 
bathing in the early morning light that streams in through the gaps in the boarded-up windows. 


He sits there, trying to focus on anything but his throbbing leg, until a noise outside the apartment 
catches his attention. 


Peter feels his heart rate skyrocket as the unmistakable click of the door unlocking rings through 
the small apartment. He shoots a panicked glance at Bucky, but he must not be able to hear the 
sounds over the running water. 


Before Peter can call out to the man, the door swings open. 


He has to stifle a small gasp when Captain America himself steps into the apartment, his broad 
form only making the room seem smaller than it already is. 


Peter’s gaze locks onto the man, and he shrinks back into his seat. Miraculously, the man doesn’t 
notice him, but Peter’s relief is short-lived. 


The man enters the apartment, and makes a beeline for Bucky, whose back is still turned. 
Peter’s entire body begins to shake. 


This is it, he knows it. Captain America is going to catch Bucky, and he’II turn him in, and Peter 
will be all alone. 


He wants to call out, to warn Bucky to run, but he can’t. Drawing attention to himself won’t help 
the situation. 


Instead, Peter shifts silently in his seat, mentally preparing to jump Captain America if Bucky ends 
up needing help. 


Captain America’s expression is unreadable as he approaches Bucky from behind, and Peter 
clenches his fists, praying that the fight won’t mess with his injured leg too badly. 


To his surprise, he approaches Bucky calmly, and the expected altercation never comes. 


Peter’s just about to ask Bucky to explain what the hell’s going on when Steve wraps his arms 
around the shorter man’s shoulders, rubbing his hands on Bucky’s chest in a way that’s painfully 
familiar to Peter. 


“J missed you so much,” Captain America mumbles, pressing a gentle kiss onto Bucky’s good 
shoulder, and Peter sees red. 


The alarm bells blaring in his head are deafening. His eyes are glued to the two men, but all he can 
feel is feather-light touches burning his neck and face. 


He goes rigid under Skip’s soft touches and kisses, only barely able to stop himself from pushing 
the man away. 


‘Come on, Einstein, don’t be such a prude,’ Skip whispers, the hot breath in Peter’s ear making 
him shudder in discomfort. 


Skip’s cold hand migrates south toward Peter’s crotch, and this time, he can’t suppress the 
miserable wail that bubbles up from deep inside him. 


Peter snaps back to reality as his hand collides with a cold metal arm, and before he has a chance to 
think twice, he frantically tears an unsuspecting Bucky away from the doorway. 


If Peter wasn’t practically vibrating with panic, he might have caught the questioning looks thrown 


at him by both men. 
“Come on,” he pants, desperately trying to yank Bucky behind him. “We have to go, we have to-” 
“What are you doing?” Bucky asks, his tone practically dripping with confusion. 


Peter blinks tears away, trying his best to ignore the burning pain in his leg as he pulls the heavy 
arm clutched between his hands. “You don’t have to-” he explains, breathless with fear. “It’s scary, 
I know, but you don’t have to... we can go! Right now, we have to go.” 


“Go where?” Steve asks, his rumbling voice only sending a whole new wave of panic through 
Peter’s entire being. “Who- Buck, is this the kid from the dog park?” 


When he locks eyes with Bucky, it’s obvious that the man isn’t going to come with him, and the 
thought makes Peter want to vomit. He has to get Bucky out of here, away from the blond man 
before he gets hurt more than he’s already been. 


“Please,” Peter sobs in a last-ditch effort to get Bucky to understand, exhaustion only further 
muffling what little common sense he has left. 


The man frowns as Peter collapses into his arms, still scrambling to use himself as a barrier 
between Bucky and the blonde in the doorway. 


“You found him,” Steve deadpans, furrowing his eyebrows in confusion as Peter clings to Bucky, 
his frail form still shaking. “Is he... okay?” 


Bucky shrugs, arms wrapped protectively around the boy. “I don’t know, do kids usually do that?” 


The panic in Bucky’s voice does little to calm Peter, but he’s too exhausted to move from the 
man’s grasp. 


Behind him, Steve shakes his head. “Let’s go sit down, yeah? Come on, deep breaths.” 


Eventually, Bucky is able to coax Peter back to the couch. He and Steve talk in hushed whispers, 
and Peter tries desperately to get his breathing under control. 


“So... that wasn’t a great introduction,” Bucky starts, locking eyes with the shaking boy on the 
couch. “Steve is nice, okay? He only wants to help us.” 


Peter blushes, embarrassed that the man seems to feel that he has to explain things to Peter like 
he’s a toddler, but he doesn’t miss the way Steve’s eyes light up at the statement. 


“Fuck, I’m sorry,” Peter practically whimpers. He’s been here for less than a day, and he’s already 
managed to freak out about something. Maybe they’ ll just kick him out now that they see how 
truly messed up he is on the inside- 


“Did you think that Steve was going to hurt you?” Bucky asks, his eyes narrowing as Peter’s 
breathing picks up again. 


All he can manage is a small shake of his head, but the man doesn’t seem to be satisfied. “Kid, did 
you think he was hurting me?” 


Peter cringes and shies away from Bucky’s touch, which suddenly burns like coals when it hadn’t 
before. The accusation is spot-on, but it’s obvious that it’s not the answer that the man is expecting. 


Thinking back to the idea that his mind immediately jumped to makes Peter feel like an idiot. 


People kiss all the time, and it doesn't make sense for him to jump to conclusions with no 
evidence. Honestly, it kind of disgusts him that it’s even a possibility in his mind that Captain 
America himself could be that kind of monster. 


Still, the voice in the back of Peter’s head reminds him, he’s had a lot of experience with a man 
with a good reputation. The fact that the mere idea of the pastor’s son molesting a child was 
unfathomable only made it worse for him in the long run. 


“It was an... overreaction,” Peter mumbles, refusing to meet either of the men’s concerned gazes. 
“T’m sorry.” 


“Don’t apologize,” Steve orders automatically, eyes narrow with worry. “I’m sorry for scaring you, 
that was my fault. If it was the fact that we’re both men, though-” 


“No!” Peter cuts him off, eyes wide with shock. “That’s not what- I mean, that’s not an issue.” 


What’s he supposed to say? ‘I thought you were sexually abusing a man that I barely know, and for 
some reason I took it upon myself to forcibly remove said man from the situation?’ 


Despite himself, Peter chuckles. That would be one hell of an introduction. 


“Alright,” Bucky says, awkwardly trying to break the tension that’s formed. “Stevie, are you 
hungry? We need to go on a grocery run, but I don’t want to risk it for at least a day or two. There 
should be enough nonperishables, just be careful.” 


Steve nods, and Peter practically stumbles to apologize, but Bucky cuts him off with a sharp glare. 
“Don’t you dare apologize. I said we have enough food for everyone, and I meant that.” 
Peter almost apologizes for trying to apologize, but he catches himself just in time. 


“How are things looking?” Bucky asks Steve, apparently dropping Peter’s whole meltdown. 
“Should we be getting ready to leave?” 


Steve shakes his head, quickly swallowing his mouthful of crackers. ““Tony’s not really looking for 
us, SO we just have to make sure that Ross asshole doesn’t figure out that we’re here.” 


Bucky seems relieved by the answer, but Peter freezes at the familiar name. “Ross?” he asks, 
horror filling every inch of his mind. “Thaddeus Ross?” 


“He’s the one who’s pushing the accords,” Bucky says, a curious frown on his face. “Why?” 
Peter feels like he’s floating. 


This has been a good fantasy. The idea that he could have somewhere nice to live with people who 
seem to care about him is enticing, but if Ross is already looking for them, Peter can’t stay. 


He sighs and screws his eyes shut, mentally preparing himself to rip the bandage off. He’s already 
killed Gwen, there’s no use in doing the same to Bucky, who’s been nothing but kind to him from 
the beginning. 


“He’s my foster father.” 


Steve and Bucky’s jaws both drop, and Peter lowers his gaze in shame. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you 
sooner, I swear I would have if I knew that he’s looking for you guys-” 


Bucky frowns, unsure what to say, and Steve sighs. “Buck, can I talk to you?” 


He can practically sense Peter’s anxiety spike, but he stands up to follow Steve to the other room 
anyway. 


“We’re not abandoning the kid,” he blurts out, cutting Steve off before he can even open his 
mouth. “He needs us, Steve! I... he’s kind of growing on me.” 


“Relax,” Steve sighs. “I’m not going to kick a defenseless kid to the curb. Still, we have to be wise 
about this.” 


“Wise how?” Bucky exclaims, cringing at his own volume even though they both know that 
Peter’s enhanced senses make the ‘private discussion’ simply a formality. 


“Well, for starters, maybe we think twice before kidnapping the secretary of state’s foster son,” 
Steve grumbles under his breath, crossing his arms petulantly. 


Bucky rolls his eyes. “Wanda said that he came willingly. Besides, he’s safer with us than he ever 
was with that asshole-” 


“What asshole?” Wanda croaks from the pile of blankets she’s curled up in. 
“Fuck, Wanda,” Bucky swears. “I didn’t know you were still in here.” 


She rubs the sleep from her eyes, and her tired expression quickly morphs into one of worry when 
her brain catches up to the subject. “Is Peter okay?” 


“He’s fine,” Bucky tells her, even though he doesn’t quite believe that himself. “Steve scared the 
shit out of him, and apparently Ross was his foster father.” 


Both men expect Wanda to join them in their panic, but to their surprise, she just frowns. “We'll 
deal with that later.” 


Bucky and Steve stare at each other in shock. “You don’t think we should...” 


“God, you’re both idiots,” Wanda groans, rolling out of the makeshift bed. “I can feel his stress 
from here. Panicking isn’t going to do anything but make him feel unwanted.” 


Bucky’s gut sinks, and before Steve can respond, he storms back into the living room. 


Wanda and Steve follow close behind him, but Bucky freezes when he sees the kid exactly where 
they left him, a terrifyingly blank expression on his face. 


“T’m sorry,” he whispers, effectively breaking Bucky’s heart. “I swear I didn’t know.” 


“No, kid,” Steve gasps from behind Bucky. “It’s fine, it was just a surprise. Everything’s okay, 
we’ ll figure this out together.” 


Despite the tension in the room, Bucky almost finds himself smiling. Steve’s always had a soft 
spot for kids. 


“Steve’s right,” Bucky says softly, trying to keep the worry off of his face when the kid looks to 
him for reassurance. 


The relief that spreads across the kid’s face does little to slow Bucky’s beating heart. 


“Were...” Bucky starts, unsure of how to phrase his question. “Did you actually think we’d kick 
you out? I know we don’t know each other that well, but I need you to know that we’d never make 
you leave when you got fucking shot yesterday, okay?” 


Peter gulps. “Okay,” he says, seemingly still not convinced. “When should I leave, though? The 
wound is pretty much closed, so it should only take a few days until it’s gone.” 


Wanda looks like she’s about to cry, and the sudden silence that ensues only sends a jolt of panic 
through Peter’s body. “I mean, with regular food and stuff it will probably be even less time. I 
could probably walk around well enough in a few hours to get out of your hair-” 


“Kid, no,” Steve whispers, a miserable frown adorning his face that’s almost enough to push 
Bucky over the edge. 


Peter’s gaze is trained firmly on the floor, but it’s not until Bucky scoots closer to the boy that he 
finally looks up. 


“You can stay here for as long as you want,” Bucky says simply, deciding that the only way to drill 
it into the kid’s thick skull that he doesn’t have to suffer alone is to say it outright. 


Now that he thinks about it, the situation almost gives him a new admiration of Steve’s patience. 


“Well get you a proper mattress,” he continues, not missing the spark of hope in the boy’s eyes. 
“Tt might not be especially comfortable, but Steve and I make it work. Even while Wanda’s staying 
here, there’s plenty of room for you.” 


“Vis is talking about buying a place in New Jersey,” Wanda explains, her mouth upturned in an 
encouraging grin. “Once this all blows over, I mean. He’s away making arrangements right now, 
but when he comes back, I’m sure he’d be willing to help as well.” 


“Of course, as long as you understand the risk that comes with staying here,” Steve agrees softly. 
“We’re not going to force you to stay, but we’re not making you leave either. It’s all up to you.” 


Peter smiles awkwardly, obviously unsure of what to say, and it takes all of Bucky’s self-control 
for him not to wrap the boy in a hug then and there. 


The feeling is novel, to say the least. 


A part of Bucky is almost terrified of how comfortable he is around Peter. Usually, being close to 
any non-Steve person is taxing, but one look at the kid melts his heart. 


It makes him feel almost human. 


Maybe it’s the familiarity of a tiny kid picking fights bigger than he can handle, but he feels a 
strange connection. Bucky doesn’t think he could abandon Peter if he tried, and that in itself is 
terrifying. 


His connection with Steve is one thing. Steve’s an adult, and he can take care of himself. Hell, half 
of the time, he’s taking care of both himself and Bucky. 


Peter, though? 


The kid’s been through so much that it makes Bucky want to scream, and chances are, he doesn’t 
even know half of it. 


Peter can’t get hurt because of him, Bucky knows that. Under no circumstances can he let that 
happen. 


Will he be able to protect him? 


The terrible question rings painfully through Bucky’s mind, and his mental anguish must have bled 
onto his face, because Steve places a comforting hand on his back. 


Peter deserves better. After spending a morning with him, Bucky’s sure that they can all agree that 
the kid deserves the world. Hiding in a shitty apartment with a bunch of war criminals isn’t where 
he belongs. 


Still, Bucky can’t find it in himself to talk to the kid about leaving. 
They might not have much to offer, but to Bucky’s dismay, they seem like the best option. 
The rest of the morning passes rather uneventfully. 


On the inside, Peter’s still kicking himself for acting so foolishly on his first day with Steve and 
Bucky. It’s a miracle that they still want him to stay after that shitshow. 


They’ ve told him to make himself at home, but Peter can’t help but feel like he’s intruding. At first 
glance, the barren apartment seems insignificant. However, a morning spent with nothing better to 
do than sit around and stare at details has revealed that it’s more than just another place to squat 
until a better location opens up. 


There’s a small pile of chipped plates in the cabinet. They’re mismatched, no two belonging to the 
same set, but it’s obvious that someone selected and stacked them with meticulous care. Beside the 
stove, there’s a jug of utensils that are just as out of place as the dishes. 


Steve and Bucky have their own mattress. It’s not in the best condition, but the idea of one of them 
searching for the best quality twin mattress they can find makes Peter smile unconsciously. 


The idea that they’re clearly trying to build a life for themselves, all while knowing that they might 
have to pick up and leave at any point, makes Peter want to run. They have their system, their little 
family. Who is he to crash what they’ve been delicately cultivating for who knows how long? 


Peter frowns, trying to clear his mind as he casually ambles into the kitchen. 


When he’s met with the sight of Steve and Bucky sitting side by side at the kitchen table, each 
scribbling in their worn notebooks, he desperately wishes he could turn back. 


Bucky notices him and looks up, breaking the domestic illusion that it felt like Peter was looking in 
on. 


“Where’s Wanda?” Peter asks, breaking the awkward silence. 
“Grocery run,” Steve grumbles, not looking up from his notebook. “I told her not to risk it, but...” 


“She'll be fine,’ Bucky assures him, shooting Peter a small smile. The kid folds his arms across his 
chest, unsure of what he should do. 


Maybe he shouldn’t have agreed to stay. Being alone sucks, and the idea makes Peter want to cry, 
but at least he wouldn’t have to suffer through this awkward stage of trying to figure out rules and 


expectations. 
Bucky’s expression softens when he senses Peter’s inner turmoil. “You want to sit?” 


Peter gives a small nod before practically scurrying to take the seat across from Bucky. It’s the 
furthest he could possibly sit from Steve, and if Peter’s being honest, that’s probably not a bad 
thing. 


Logically, he knows now that the man isn’t hurting Bucky, but he can’t help but be wary. 
“Did you know that Steve draws?” Bucky asks, tearing Peter from his inner panic. 


He shakes his head dumbly, and the nerd inside him can’t help but light up with joy at the new 
information about Captain America. That’s not something you can read in a museum. 


“Yeah,” Steve sighs, never taking his eyes off of the paper. 

Peter feels himself go pale at the man’s tone. “Sorry, I can leave you alone, I didn’t mean-” 
“No!” Steve exclaims, finally looking up from his paper. “Stay, it’s okay.” 

Peter nods, but he still feels sick to his stomach. 


“Hey, it’s alright,” Bucky says kindly, frowning at Peter’s distressed expression. “No one’s mad at 


” 


you. 


“Sorry,” Peter apologizes yet again, not missing the glance that Steve and Bucky exchange. “That 
was stupid.” 


Bucky’s heart sinks at just how much he sees himself in the kid’s broken expression. Someone hurt 
this kid, and he’s going to figure out who. 


“Tt’s not stupid,” Steve assures him. “Here, do you want to see?” 
Peter wordlessly leans over to glance at the paper, but when he does, his jaw drops. 


“Steve!” he exclaims, blushing as he realizes that he probably shouldn’t address Captain America 
by his first name. 


Instead of blowing up like Peter expects, Steve just smiles. “I usually draw people, but I wanted to 
see how accurately I could capture the apartment.” 


In Peter’s opinion, the drawing is pretty damn accurate. 


Somehow, Steve had used shading to perfectly emulate the slivers of sunlight that stream into the 
kitchen from the cracks of the windows left uncovered. 


“Tt’s okay,” Bucky teases, a playful grin on his face. “I mean, I’ve definitely seen better...” 
Steve gasps in mock disgust. “Hey!” 

He snatches his sketchbook back, cradling in in his arms as one would a baby. 

“Oh, yeah.” Bucky chuckles, turning to Peter. “He’s alright, a real rookie if you ask me.” 


Steve’s jaw drops, and Peter can barely stifle a giggle at the men’s antics. “Don’t listen to him, I’ve 


been drawing since nineteen twenty-fucking-five.” 


“Okay, and?” Bucky asks, his faux-innocent expression sending Peter into another fit of giggles. 
“T’ve been watching you draw since nineteen twenty-five, I bet I could draw just as well as you.” 


In lieu of an answer, Steve tears a page from the back of his notebook, and slides it across the table 
to Bucky. 


Bucky grabs his pencil, and once he starts drawing, even Steve is dying with laughter. 
“Done!” he exclaims, slamming his pencil down a mere twenty seconds later. 


When Peter glances over the man’s shoulder to see a stick figure with messy curls and a dopey 
grin, his breath catches in his chest. 


“Ts... 1s that me?” 
Bucky nods, laughing too hard to talk. 
“A spitting image,” Steve chokes out, Peter’s scowl only making him laugh harder. 


“T guess you’re not the only one with artistic talent,” Peter jokes good-naturedly. “Bucky, have you 
ever considered going pro?” 


He stares fondly at the two men as they all descend into laughter, dying at the hands of a not-that- 
funny joke. 


In that moment, Peter can’t help but wonder if things might end up okay. 


Maybe he can do this. 
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“Trust me, it’s going to work,” Peter promises, carefully stirring a test tube of white liquid. 


“Tt’s not that I don’t trust you,” Bucky calls from across the apartment, where he’s hiding behind 
the couch. “I’m just not entirely confident that you know what you’re doing.” 


“Relax,” Steve chastises as he reaches behind Peter to grab the coffee pot. “He’s done this a million 
times, right?” 


Doing his best to block out the bickering, Peter carefully pours the web fluid into a capsule, and 
clicks his web shooters in place. 


“T had no idea you used technology for your webs,” Wanda remarks, a fond note creeping into her 
voice. “It’s awesome that you were able to recreate those from scraps.” 


Peter shrugs, unsure of how he should take the praise. “I made them from scraps in the first place, 
it’s not all that impressive.” 


Wanda frowns as Peter waves off the compliment, but before she can say anything, he points his 
wrists at the closest wall and shoots. 


“Holy shit!” Bucky exclaims from the living room as two white streams attach themselves to the 
wall. 


“It worked,” Peter says simply, his chest getting heavier as he realizes exactly how easy it was for 
him to replace the web shooters. 


If only he had done this a few days ago, maybe Gwen would be alive. 


“You still have to be careful, okay?” Steve reminds him. “No staying out late, don’t leave the 
apartment in the suit-” 


“T know,” Peter mutters bitterly. “I’ve already learned my lesson, you don’t have to lecture me 
about that.” 


The air seems to go cold as Peter’s good mood vanishes. 
“Kid, I didn’t mean...” Steve starts, cringing. “I know, I was just reminding you.” 


Peter nods, but he can’t wipe the image of Gwen’s blood-splattered chest from his memory. 
“You’re right, I have to be more responsible.” 


“No!” Bucky breathes, finally crossing the apartment to join everyone else in the kitchen. “Peter, 
that- it wasn’t your fault, okay?” 


Peter feels his throat tighten, and he tilts his head down in an effort to hide the tears pooling in his 
eyes as he responds. 


“You see why I need to patrol, though.” 


“Peter,” Wanda hums, placing a tentative hand on the kid’s shoulder. “No one is stopping you from 
patrolling, but Bucky’s right. I know it’s hard, but you can’t blame yourself for that.” 


Peter nods slowly, but Bucky sees right through the white lie. 


“Do you think I’m to blame?” he asks carefully, gauging the way that Peter’s expression changes. 
“T murdered people. Not just by association, I was the one who pulled the trigger.” 


“That’s different,” Peter says firmly, not missing the way that Steve puts his arm around the other 
man protectively. “You weren’t in control of your actions. They’re the murderers.” 


“How is it different?” Bucky asks, a peculiar glint in his eyes. “You didn’t lead that man to the 
house on purpose, and she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 


Peter shifts uncomfortably, evidently unable to come up with another argument on the spot. 
“You were both victims,” Steve mutters into Bucky’s shoulder, his tone dangerous. 
The word makes Bucky obviously uncomfortable, but for Peter’s sake, he doesn’t argue. 


“Okay, so I can patrol,” Peter says, trying to shift the conversation away from the uncomfortable 
spot it’s stuck in. “Can I go to work, too?” 


Bucky sees Steve cringe from beside him, and his stomach sinks at Peter’s hopeful question. 


He wants Peter to be a normal teenager. He doesn’t want to deny him the opportunity to work, and 
God knows the kid could use the extra cash. 


Unfortunately, both him and Steve know that working a regular job in their situation is just about 
the worst thing that Peter could do. 


“Do you think you could take a break?” Steve asks gently, frowning in sympathy as Peter’s face 
falls. “Not forever, just until things cool down a bit. We still have to see how Ross is going to react 
to your... disappearance, and it’ll probably just raise hell if you’re spotted in public.” 


Peter pouts. “Ross hasn’t filed a missing persons report yet,” he argues. “No one would know that 
something’s up. Besides, school starts soon, so I’m going to be out in public anyway.” 


“Tt’s too risky,” Bucky huffs firmly. “Please, kid, just work with us here.” 


“What about school?” Wanda asks. “I agree that going to work is too risky, but he should go to 
school, right? Just so no one does file a missing persons report.” 


Bucky frowns, but even he has to admit that she’s right. 


“There’s only so much time until the social worker stops by for a wellness check and figures out 
he’s not there,” Steve reminds them. “Is it really a good idea to let him go out in public?” 


“T can take care of myself,” Peter scoffs, crossing his arms angrily across his chest. “If I don’t go to 
school, they’ll just do the wellness check sooner.” 


“They’ll figure out that he’s gone sooner or later,” Bucky sighs, placing his good hand softly on 
Steve’s shoulder. “Maybe we’ll just have to cross that bridge when we get there.” 


Steve pinches the bridge of his nose. “This is all so risky...” 


“T’m sorry!” Peter blurts out, Steve’s visible anxiety putting him on edge. “I don’t have to go to 
school, I just thought-” 


“You’re going to school, kid,” Steve interrupts. “Wanda’s right. We just have to be careful.” 


Peter lets out a small smile as he tries to figure out what he could possibly say to Mr. Delmar to get 
him to ask the fewest questions about his sudden disappearance. 


He just hopes that Murph won’t miss him too much. 


“Are you sure that you have everything you need?” Steve frets, shuffling through the backpack that 
Peter managed to find in a dumpster on the way back from patrol last night. 


Oddly enough, it’s in better condition than the old backpack that’s probably still lying on the floor 
of his old bedroom. 


“Quit being such a mother hen,” Bucky grumbles, carefully folding a paper bag. ““Here’s your 
lunch, Peter-” 


“T’m the mother hen?” Steve asks, glancing between Bucky and the bagged lunch in the kid’s 
hands. 


Peter manages a smile, but he can’t shake the anxious feeling in the pit of his stomach that’s been 
there since he woke up. 


“He’s going to be late!” Wanda calls from where she’s lounging in the living room. “Leave the 
poor kid alone.” 


Bucky smiles fondly at Wanda’s joke, and Peter can see how the usually stoic man is holding back 
a chuckle while Steve ushers him out the front door. 


“Okay, come straight home, and make sure you pretend to act like you’re still at Ross’s-” 


“T know,” Peter cuts him off, unable to completely keep his own anxiety out of his tone. “It will be 
fine, I promise.” 


He contorts his expression into a forced grin and steps over the threshold, but once he hears the 
deadbolt slide into place, Peter’s face falls. 


The commute to school is strangely familiar. 


He’s made the trip countless times, but his circumstances this time are so dramatically different 
that it doesn’t quite feel real. 


The crowded subway station is as loud as it usually is, but on this particular morning, all Peter can 
hear is Gwen’s voice. 


She’s next to him, joking with Peni about robots or dinosaurs. She’s in front of him, playing with 
her hair the way she always did when she was nervous. 


Logically, Peter understands that she’s gone, but that doesn’t stop his heart from breaking just a 
little bit more each time he glances up she’s not there. 


When he finally makes it to the doors of his school, Peter freezes. 


He sees the other kids shooting him strange glances, some even pushing their way past him, but 
Peter just can’t get himself to move. 


Gwen should be here with him. 


Peter’s vision goes blurry as the thought hits him like a truck. He can’t force his foster sister’s 
joyous laughter out of his head. He looks ahead, desperately trying to reorient himself, but he’s 
blinded by her sparkling grin 


The memory of the way her blue eyes crinkled as she stared at her acceptance letter in disbelief 
stabs Peter in the gut harder than any dagger ever could. 


He doesn’t deserve to be here. Not without her. 


Peter turns on his heel, fully prepared to catch the subway back to Bucky and Steve’s apartment 
and spend the rest of the day on the grimy couch, when a hand lands on his shoulder. 


“Peter! Oh my God, where have you been?” 
The frantic note of concern in his best friend’s voice does nothing to calm Peter’s heart rate. 


“T- uh...” he stammers, unconsciously trying to pull himself away from Ned’s grip. “I’m so sorry, I 
can explain everything-” 


“Dude, we’re late for class!” Ned exclaims, frowning once Peter finally turns around and reveals 
the fear embedded in his features. “Are you... okay?” 


Peter pauses. 
He desperately wants to tell the truth. Or, at least, the closest thing to the truth that he can tell Ned. 
Despite this, when Peter opens his mouth, nothing comes out. 


“T was worried about you,” Ned says, shifting awkwardly when Peter stays silent. “I mean, I know 
you disappear sometimes, but it’s been a month.” 


“T’m sorry,” Peter repeats, his throat tightening at the idea of his best friend lying awake at night 
because of him. “I’m fine, things have just been... crazy.” 


Ned’s eyes fill with tears. “Yeah, I saw in the news...” 


“Tt’s been hard,” Peter interrupts him, desperate to change the subject. “Shouldn’t we get to class? 
It’s the first day and everything-” 


Peter winces as Ned’s jaw drops in horror at the reminder, and he doesn’t even protest when his 
friend practically drags him up the steps to the school. 


“Just... wait,” Ned chokes out once they finally step inside. “If you need anything, please just tell 
me. I know you and your foster dad don’t get along all the time, and I just can’t get the idea out of 
my head that there’s something wrong-” 


“Nothing’s wrong,” Peter insists. “Please don’t worry about me, I’m okay.” 


Ned frowns, obviously not convinced, but Peter takes his friend's silence as an opportunity to drag 
him toward their shared homeroom. 


“T’m so glad we have Harrington for homeroom,” Peter exclaims, forcing a smile onto his face as 
they approach the door. “Physics is going to be so much fun!” 


“Yeah, maybe for you,” Ned complains, quickening his pace to keep up with Peter. 


Peter senses the way that Ned’s face falls when they approach the door and see that Mr. 
Harrington already began the lesson, but honestly, he’s too numb to care. 


He swings the door open, and immediately he’s assaulted by the burning gazes of the entire class. 


Keeping his gaze trained strictly on the floor, Peter drags Ned to the back of the classroom, and 
they slide into their seats as Mr. Harrington clears his throat. 


“As I was saying, I'll be passing out a worksheet going over last year’s material, just to see what 
you ve retained. You are allowed to ask your classmates for help...” 


The man keeps rambling, but Peter’s too distracted by the strange glances that Mr. Harrington 
keeps sending his way to pay attention. 


Maybe he’s pissed because he’s late? Peter crosses his arms, trying desperately to search for an 
answer. 


Before he can figure it out, the teacher’s inflection changes, and Peter’s attention snaps back to the 
voice at the front of the room. 


“Now, I’m going to pass out these worksheets in a second, but before I do, I have an important 
announcement to make.” 


The man’s gaze is locked onto Peter, and the boy feels a shiver run down his spine at the 
unexpected attention. 


“A few days ago, Stark Industries released the names of their high school interns, and one of them 
happens to be in this very room. Let’s hear a round of applause for Mr. Parker!” 


Peter hears the sentence, but it’s just too much for him to register. 


The applause of his classmates is deafening, and it takes all of Peter’s willpower to talk himself out 
of jumping out of the window and making a break for it. 


Ned claps him on the shoulder, the wide grin on his face contrasting with the sinking despair in 
Peter’s very being. 


Tony’s finally going to get back at him for what he did in Germany. 
It honestly surprises Peter that this didn’t happen sooner. 


Still, even with the crushing knowledge that his very existence is putting the rogue Avengers’ lives 
in danger, Gwen is the only person that he can think about. 


In a normal situation, she’d fucking love this. 


“You didn’t tell me that you got the internship!” Ned exclaims once Mr. Harrington begins to pass 
out the worksheets. “That’s awesome!” 


“T forgot that I applied for that,” Peter admits truthfully. “I didn’t even know. I must have missed 
the email.” 


“T want your life, dude,” Ned whispers from beside Peter, making a blush spread across his face. 
Ned means well, he knows, but the comment still hurts. 
“You really don’t,” Peter mutters under his breath. 


He turns his attention back to the worksheet that the class is working on, but the sensation of 
having the entire class stare at him keeps him from being able to pay attention to a single problem. 


“C’mon, Peter, you’re literally perfect. Even Tony Stark sees it, apparently.” 
Peter’s face flushes red. “I’m not perfect.” 


“You are!” Ned exclaims, the wide grin on his face only making the sick feeling in Peter’s stomach 
grow. “I’m so proud of you, dude. You deserve this.” 


Peter pulls his hood lower over his eyes and prays that his friend will just drop the subject. 
“Perfect Peter Parker,” a snide voice teases from across the room. 


Ned and Peter both groan, neither of them even having to look up to determine the owner of said 
voice. 


“Now, Flash,” Mr. Harrington scolds. “Let’s leave Peter alone-” 


“T’m just getting help,” the boy argues, the mean smirk never leaving his face. “You said we could 
work together.” 


To Peter’s dismay, the teacher doesn’t argue any further, and Flash makes his way over to his and 
Ned’s desks. 


“T just want to know who you had to suck up to in order to get that recommendation letter,” Flash 
snarls, leaning further into Peter’s personal space. “What kind of test scores did you fake for that 
application? It’s pretty obvious that you went overboard.” 


Peter frowns at the accusation. “I didn’t fake any test scores.” 


“Yeah, right,” Flash scoffs. “Stark industries chose some kid who spends his free time working at a 
shitty bodega over me.” 


“T don’t know what you want from me. I just filled out the fucking application, threw together 
some schoolwork for the portfolio, and now we’re here. Trust me, if I could go back and stop 
myself from making that spontaneous decision, I would.” 


To Peter’s surprise, instead of backing off, Flash just chuckles. “You’re trying to tell me that you 
applied on a whim? That’s a lie, and you know it.” 


“Even if it was a last minute decision,” Ned cuts in, “Peter wouldn’t have needed to fake any test 
scores. You have to know that by now.” 


Ned’s statement only makes Flash’s scowl deepen. 


“What’s it like to ace any test without trying?” he practically spits, eyes burning with fury. “To 
coast by effortlessly when everyone else is putting in the work?” 


“T do try,” Peter argues pathetically, but one glance up at Flash tells him that the boy’s far from 


finished. 


“You've already gotten decathlon spots and awards that the rest of us work our asses off for, and 
now a fucking internship? I don’t doubt that your little sob story had something to do with all of 
that, but seriously? Are you really so attention-starved that you’ll suck up to anything that moves in 
hopes of finding affection?” 


Peter’s teeth grind together painfully as he clenches and unclenches his fists, mentally talking 
himself out of punching Flash right in his smug little face. 


Flash chuckles, taking Peter’s silence as agreement. “I hate to break it to you, but pretending that 
you’ re perfect isn’t going to trick people into liking you.” 


Ned goes to argue, but the loud screech of Peter’s chair on the tile floor cuts him off before he can 
even open his mouth. 


“Do you really think I’m perfect?” Peter explodes, unable to care that his volume is carrying 
through the entire room, and that the entire class has gone quiet. “You think I do all of this to make 
myself look better?” 


The blood pulsing through Peter’s ears only gets louder when Flash doesn’t answer. 


“Yes, I get good grades. I have a job, I pay attention in school, and I floss my fucking teeth every 
night. Do you ever stop to think that I might do those things because I have to?” 


Peter looks down and catches Ned’s tearful gaze, but he’s too angry to stop himself. 


“Mommy and Daddy aren’t going to pay for my root canals if I fuck up my teeth,” Peter hisses, hot 
tears pooling in his eyes. “I don’t have a fucking trust fund to fall back on.” 


“That’s not even what I was talking about!” Flash yells back, finally bringing Peter back to the 
present. “Why is everything such a big deal to you?” 


“Why-” Peter sputters, Flash’s question catching him off guard. “It’s not fucking fair, that’s why! 
If you pulled your head out of your ass for one second-” 


“Enough!” 


Peter jumps as Mr. Harrington’s sharp tone fills the room, and quickly blinks away the hot tears 
that the booming voice brings to his eyes. 


“Just- go to the office,” he sighs. “It’s always you two, isn’t it?” 


Peter’s blush somehow deepens, and instead of arguing, he quietly gets out of his seat and makes 
his way to the door. 


Thankfully, Flash does the same. 


“Are you fuckin’ crying?” the boy hisses as they walk the route to the front office, which they have 
both grown to become intimately familiar with over the years. 


Peter decides not to respond, instead contemplating his options. 


If the principal calls Ross, he’ll either have to go back to live with the bastard, or he’ ll get social 
services called on him. Neither of the options are exactly ideal. 


His only hope is to convince the principal to keep Ross out of it, while still maintaining the 
narrative that he’s a loving foster father. 


Maybe if he plays the orphan card- 

“Holy shit, is that Pepper Potts?” 

Flash’s question pulls Peter from his thoughts, and when he looks up, his stomach drops in horror. 
Pepper Potts is sitting in the front office of his school. 

Before Peter knows what’s happening, he turns on his heel and takes off. 


His backpack clunks uncomfortably against his back as he sprints through the halls, but Peter can’t 
seem to register anything other than the alarm bells ringing in his brain. 


He has to get back to the apartment. 
Peter’s breathless as he pounds frantically on the door to the apartment. 


“Steve!” he exclaims, tensing up as he’s pulled into the apartment. “We have to get out of here! 
Come on, get Bucky and tell him that we’re leaving-” 


“Slow down,” Steve frowns, taking in the frantic expression on Peter’s face. “Are you alright?” 


“T’m sorry,” Peter gasps out as Steve carefully deposits his limp body onto the scratchy couch. “I 
fucked us over, and now you’re all in danger.” 


“What kind of danger?” Steve asks slowly, sliding onto the couch beside Peter. 


Peter takes a deep breath, and the idea of admitting his massive oversight sends a jolt of fear 
through his body. 


He sighs and musters up his courage before opening his mouth. 

“Pepper Potts was at my school today, and I got an internship at Stark Industries.” 
The admission sends Steve to his feet. 

“What?” he exclaims, his eyebrows skyrocketing. ““You- why would you do that?” 


Steve’s expression matches the note of betrayal in his tone, and Peter can’t force himself to look 
the man in the eye. “I applied for an internship a while ago- like, before Germany and everything. 
I’m so fucking stupid, how could I have forgotten-” 


“You applied before you met us,” Steve sighs, relief practically dripping from his voice. “It’s okay, 
we can figure this out.” 


Peter’s throat tightens at how easily the man’s able to dismiss his fatal error. “I can’t stay here, I’m 
putting you all in danger!” 


“Who’s putting us in danger?” Wanda asks, poking her head into the living room. 


“No one! Just-” Steve distractedly reaches for his phone. “I have to work some stuff out. Wanda, 


you can still go to see Vision, but please be careful. Fuck, is Bucky still asleep?” 


He hurries out of the room, already punching numbers into the phone in his hand as Wanda nods 
slowly. 


“Peter?” Wanda asks, making her way over to the couch. “‘What’s wrong?” 


“Tony Stark may or may not be after me,” Peter sighs. “I applied for an internship a few months 
ago, so now I’m back on his radar.” 


Wanda forces a smile onto her face, but Peter catches the glint of panic that flashes in her eyes. 
“It’s okay,” she assures him. “Clint’s letting the others crash at his house, I-” 


A glance at her wristwatch cuts her off. “Shit, I have to go,” she exclaims, jumping up from her 
seat. “Peter, don’t worry. Steve will figure everything out, it’s okay.” 


“Yeah,” Peter agrees through gritted teeth. “Everything’s fine.” 
She shoots him an apologetic look as she scurries out of the door. 
“Wanda!” a voice booms from the other room, making Peter whirl around. 


Steve bounds in with Bucky right behind him, and Peter shrinks into himself as he surveys the 
room. “She’s gone?” 


“Just left,” Peter winces, praying that the man won’t be too angry at him. “What- uh, did you figure 
anything out?” 


Steve’s expression softens, and he lowers himself down to sit next to Peter on the couch. “Yeah, 
kid, it’s fine. It might be a tight squeeze, but Clint said that all three of us are welcome to lay low at 
his place if things go south.” 


Peter hates that his stomach sinks at the word ‘three.’ 


He should have seen this coming. He’s just a random kid, and now he’s compromised their safety. 
It’s no wonder that Steve, Bucky, and Wanda don’t want anything to do with him. 


Peter just hopes that he’ll get a chance to explain himself to Bucky before they leave. 


“Tl just get ready to head back to Ross’s, then,” Peter decides, trying his best to keep his sinking 
dread out of his voice. 


He should never have left Miles alone anyway. Maybe this is for the best. 
“Peter, no!” 


When Peter finally musters the courage to meet Steve’s eyes, he’s surprised to see that the man is 
genuinely upset. 


He stumbles to apologize for whatever he’s done wrong, but before he can, Steve’s hand lands on 
his shoulder. 


“When I said three, I meant you, me, and Bucky,” Steve explains slowly, never breaking eye 
contact with the shaking boy beside him. “Wanda has plans to move in with Vision once he ensures 
that Tony can’t track him.” 


Relief washes over Peter, but it quickly goes sour as he turns his gaze to Bucky in an effort to make 
sure that he heard Steve correctly. 


The man looks heartbroken. 


“You think we’d leave you just like that?” Bucky asks, his voice catching as he rubs sleep out of 
his eyes. “We’d never-” 


“T know,” Peter assures him. “I just- I’m sorry.” 
“Kid-” Steve butts in, but he’s silenced by a wave from Bucky’s metal hand. 


“Tt’s awesome that you got the internship,” Bucky says, catching Peter by surprise. “You’re so 
smart, and under any other circumstance, it would be a dream come true. There’s nothing you need 
to apologize for.” 


Peter’s eyes burn, and he has to blink back the tears that form as the praise washes over him. 
“Bucky’s right,” Steve agrees softly. “I’m sorry for freaking out earlier, I just-” 


“You just had to make arrangements to leave the apartment you’ ve been living in for months at the 
drop of a hat,” Peter finishes for him. “You have a right to be angry, I should have remembered 
that my name is in the Stark Industries database.” 


“Kid,” Bucky sighs. “No one’s blaming you for forgetting, you’ve been under a lot of stress lately. 
Hell, I can barely remember my own name some of the time.” 


Peter decides that it’s best not to acknowledge the way that Steve tenses up at the statement. 


“Tt was probably chance, anyway,” Bucky continues. “You said it was Pepper at your school, 
right? It’s entirely possible that Tony has no idea you even applied.” 


The words sting more than they should. 


“Still,” Steve cuts in, a grimace on his face. “School is probably a bad idea, at least for a little 
while.” 


Bucky nods in agreement, and even though the idea of missing an indefinite amount of school is 
terrifying, Peter finds himself accepting Steve’s words as fact. 


“Can I still go out as Spider-Man?” Peter asks suddenly, surprising even himself with the request. 
“T know we never really talked about it, but I'll go crazy if ’m stuck here all day.” 


Steve sucks a long breath through his teeth. “I don’t know if that’s the best idea-” 


“Please?” Tears prick Peter’s eyes, and he wants to drop the subject, but he can’t. “I have to go after 
the guy with the wings. I’ve seen his face, I can find him!” 


“We can go after him for you,” Bucky offers. “We'd have to be careful, but if it really means that 
much to you...” 


He trails off, lost in thought, and Peter feels his chest begin to burn. 


Finally, after a moment of awkward silence, Peter can’t hold back anymore. “He killed my fucking 
sister.” 


Steve blinks at him, obviously unsure of what to say, but Peter’s too busy holding back tears to 
care. 


“He shot Gwen right in front of me. She bled out in my arms. I have to-” he chokes, suppressing a 
sob. “I have to go after him before he hurts anyone else.” 


“Okay,” Bucky gives in softly, placing a comforting hand on Peter’s back. 
“Okay?” Peter sniffs, unable to believe what he’s hearing. 


Steve frowns, but after a second of thought, he nods. “There will be rules, of course, but I don’t see 
why not.” 


Peter locks eyes with the man, praying that his expression does enough to convey just how grateful 
he is. 


“T have a condition,” Bucky blurts out, immediately catching Peter’s attention. “Nothing bad, 
just... this stuff can eat at you from the inside out.” 


Peter frowns at the serious note in Bucky’s voice. 


“Reach out if you need help,” Bucky requests tightly, suddenly not sounding like himself. 
“Promise me that you won’t suffer alone.” 


“T promise,” Peter whispers, wiping hot tears from his cheeks with his shirtsleeve. 


He’s already broken so many promises in his short lifetime, what’s one more? 
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“T know that we said you could go after that guy, but Peter, this is getting a little... extreme,” 
Bucky cringes, looking between Peter’s red-rimmed eyes and the cracked cell phone that he’s been 
staring at for the past four hours. 


“Tt’s not like I can just look up ‘psychotic son of a bitch that ruined my life’ and find him,” Peter 
spits, his eyes never leaving the screen. “It takes time.” 


Bucky frowns, trying unsuccessfully to snatch the phone from Peter’s hands. “Seriously, it’s five in 
the morning. Have you slept at all?” 


“T’ll sleep when I find him,” Peter grumbles. “Why are you up?” 


The man crosses his arms and scowls. Peter half expects him to bring the conversation back to his 
unhealthy habits, but to his surprise, Bucky just sighs. “I have a long fuckin’ day ahead of me. You 
know I'd never willingly get up this early.” 


Despite himself, Peter snorts. “Yeah, I can tell.” 

He’s about to ask what his ‘long day’ consists of, but before he can, Bucky cuts him off. 
“Do you want an apple?” 

“T’m good,” Peter assures him, but a sharp glare tells him that he has no choice. 


“Did Steve ever tell you that he used to wake me up at the crack of dawn?” he asks as he turns to 
open the refrigerator, tossing an apple in Peter’s direction. “Eat up, kid.” 


Peter rolls his eyes and takes a bite before responding to Bucky’s question. “No, he never told me.” 


Bucky snorts, grabbing his own apple and sliding down into the seat next to Peter. “It started when 
we were kids. I honestly couldn’t tell you how many times I snuck out of my bedroom window just 
to watch the same damn sunrise from the roof.” 


“That sounds nice,” Peter admits, barely stifling a yawn. 


“The little asshole used to waste all of his colored pencils, trying to get the shades of the sky just 
right,” Bucky groans, a fond smile on his face. “If you asked me, I would have said that every 
damn drawing was perfect, but he was never satisfied.” 


Peter narrows his eyes. “It seems like he was just making up an excuse to be alone with you.” 
If he wasn’t so tired, Peter would have burst into laughter at how comical Bucky’s expression is. 


“That fucker!” 


“Tt’s sweet,” Peter assures him, silently praying that he didn’t just get Steve into trouble. 
Bucky scoffs. “He’ll be the death of me.” 
“What are you doing today?” Peter asks, absentmindedly wiping his sticky hands on his jeans. 


“Going out,” Bucky says simply, depositing his apple core into their makeshift trash can, which is 
actually just a cardboard box. “Regular scouting stuff, you don’t have to worry about it.” 


Peter nods, not exactly convinced by the way Bucky dances around the question. “I'll be here,” he 
says lamely, gesturing to the phone in his hands. 


Bucky’s face falls. “Kid, I’m begging you to get some sleep today.” 

“You know that I can’t,” Peter frowns. “I’m fine, have fun at your thing.” 

“Be good for Steve,” Bucky orders half-heartedly, mock-saluting as he closes the door behind him. 
Just like that, Peter’s alone again. 


He turns his attention back to the phone in his hands, trying his best not to be too bothered by the 
deafening silence that shrouds him. 


For the thousandth time, his shaking fingers hover over the screen, praying that he’1l somehow be 
able to identify the face that seems to be burned into his memory. 


Blue eyes. Balding, with blond-gray hair. A wicked smirk that makes Peter’s palms sweat and his 
breath pick up- 


Peter shakes his head and forces himself to turn his attention back to the criminal database in front 
of him. 


Maybe the man’s never been arrested. Maybe Peter won’t be able to find him, and Gwen’s killer 
will walk free, able to kill any innocent civilians at any given moment. 


It’s futile. Peter’s obviously not cut out for this, there’s no way he’ll find anything from searching 
blindly in a criminal database. 


Peter scrolls for a few more minutes, and he’s about to finally give up when a face catches his eye. 
It’s the man from the underpass. ‘Aaron Davis,’ he reads, feeling his heart rate pick up. 


Peter can’t breathe. He stares at the screen until his eyes go blurry, unable to believe that he’s 
actually found something. 


It’s not the winged man, but he might know where to find him. It’s a start. 

Before any more time can go to waste, Peter leaps up, his legs nearly collapsing due to lack of use. 
He scrambles for a pen and paper and scribbles a note for Steve, nearly vibrating with anticipation. 
Peter doesn’t think he’s ever pulled on the suit as fast as he does right then. 


He has to find the man. This could be his only chance. 


“Where are you, Aaron Davis?” Peter whispers to himself as he swings around New York. 


Admittedly, the search for the man is just about as frustrating as the search at his kitchen table, but 
Peter can’t give up. 


He’ll search street by street if he has to. 
If his sanity is a casualty of the search, then so be it. 


He swings past Delmar’s, and it takes all of Peter’s self-control not to stop and see Mr. Delmar and 
Murph. 


As much as he wants to, it would take way too much explaining. Peter has no doubts that the man 
would have a boatload of questions for him, since he’d been so vague as to why he can’t come into 
work anymore. 


Peter may have gotten pretty damn good at lying over the years, but Mr. Delmar could see through 
him in an instant. It’s too risky. 


Minutes and hours blur together until Peter’s head is throbbing, unsure of what to do next. 


Just when all hope seems lost, the cacophony of sounds quiets without warning, and Peter’s hearing 
keys into a sound a few blocks over. 


“Order for Aaron.” 
Peter changes direction mid-air and leaps onto a rooftop, sprinting toward the source of the sound. 


Logically, there have to be thousands of Aarons in Queens, but it’s the closest thing that Peter’s had 
to a lead all morning. 


He sneaks as quietly as he can, trying his best not to bring attention to himself as he jumps between 
buildings. 


Peter’s arms burn, and he can practically hear Bucky’s voice in his ear yelling at him for exerting 
himself after not getting even a minute of sleep last night. 


He tries his best to ignore the bubbling guilt in his stomach, instead scanning the crowd of people 
below him. 


At first, it’s overwhelming. There are so many people, and they’re all moving around. It’s like 
some fucked-up version of Where’s Waldo, Peter notices. 


After a few seconds, Peter’s vision locks onto a man holding a Sub Haven bag. 
It’s him, Peter realizes, his breath catching in his chest. 


He forces himself to stay calm, but when the man starts heading towards a nearby parking garage, 
Peter may or may not swing after him faster than necessary. 


He can’t let the man get away. 


Peter follows him into the parking garage, and just when Aaron Davis reaches a hand out to open 
the trunk of his car, a web quickly binds his hand to the metal. 


Peter’s just glad that he had the foresight to replace his web fluid this time. 


“What the fuck?” the man asks, prompting Peter to jump into action. 
“Don’t move!” Peter shouts, his throat throbbing in protest as he deepens his voice. 
Slowly, the man looks between Peter and his hand. “...[ can’t.” 


Peter blushes, but continues anyway. “What do you know about the illegal weapons that the dude 
with the wings has?” 


Aaron blinks slowly, and the man’s bemused expression does nothing to alleviate Peter’s anxiety. 
“You haven’t done this before, have you?” 


“T- [have,” Peter stammers, but he’s silenced when the man starts to chuckle. 
“Stop lying. What are you doing to your voice?” 
“This is my voice!” Peter exclaims. “Don’t change the subject, I need answers.” 


The smile never leaves the man’s face, but he must hear the note of desperation in Peter’s voice, 
because he gives in. “Okay, I can give you a tip. Just because I have a nephew and I don’t need that 
shit on the streets, yeah?” 


It takes all of the strength in Peter’s body not to collapse in relief. “Thank you,” he sighs, turning to 
drag himself back to the apartment. 


He did it. He has a lead, it’s going to go somewhere. 
“Hold on!” the man calls after him. “I haven’t even told you where it is yet.” 
Peter whirls around, thankful that the mask is hiding his blush. 


“This really is your first time, huh?” Aaron chuckles. “There’s a ferry leaving Harbor Six at eleven. 
They’ ll be there.” 


The words bring Peter’s relief back momentarily, but it crumbles again when he realizes what that 
means. 


“Fuck, that’s soon!” 
Peter whirls around, every cell in his body vibrating with anticipation. 
Before he can take off, the man catches his attention again. “Hey! No, you have to fix this.” 


It takes Peter a second to realize that he’s talking about his stuck hand, but when he does, he 
winces. 


“T don’t have time, it’1] wear off in two hours-” 

“T got a kid in the car,” Aaron admits. 

Peter stops in his tracks. “You have a kid?” 

“My nephew, he’s right in there,” the man says, gesturing toward the passenger seat. 
Peter glances over to the car, but when he does, his jaw drops in shock. 


The face peering up at him unmistakably belongs to Miles. 


Uncle Aaron, Peter realizes. 


It takes all of the strength in Peter’s pathetic form not to collapse right then and there. Miles is 
okay, he didn’t just abandon the poor kid at Ross’s- 


“T just got him,” Aaron says, pulling Peter out of his thoughts. “This whole thing is kinda ruining 
my day off.” 


Before the man can say another word, Peter tosses a cartridge of web solvent at him. “Take care of 
M- your nephew,” he says, trying his best to keep his voice steady. 


“Thanks,” he says awkwardly, struggling to open the vial one-handed. “Good luck.” 

Peter nods in response before sprinting away, shooting a web in the general direction of the docks. 
He has a ferry to catch. 

Peter’s stomach drops when he sees that the ferry is already leaving the harbor. 

His legs burn as they carry him toward the dock, but he’s too late. Peter can’t believe he missed it. 
He can’t let the man get away, he’s right there. 


Before Peter can second-guess himself, he leaps off of the dock, frantically shooting a web in the 
direction of the ferry. 


For one terrifying second, the web soars through empty space, and Peter braces himself for the 
plunge into the harbor that will inevitably follow. To his surprise, the web connects with solid 
metal, and he’s able to latch onto the side of the ferry. 


Peter does his best to suppress the overwhelming relief that comes with the minor success. 
He doesn’t have time for this. He’s on the ferry, and now he has to get through the hard part. 


The metal under his hands and feet is cold as he climbs up onto the main deck, taking care to 
remain hidden from public view. 


He scans the crows, his eyes flitting from one person to the next so quickly that they burn. 


Peter scowls under his mask. There are hundreds of people, how the hell is he supposed to pick out 
one face that he’s only seen once? 


He’s not even sure that he’Il be able to identify the man. Yes, he sees his face in his nightmares, 
but the details are hazy. 


‘Sadistic blue eyes that crinkled at the edges right when he pulled the trigger’ isn’t exactly a lot to 
go off of. 


Every time Peter spots a man with gray hair, his heart stops. 


Any one could be the man he’s looking for, but upon closer inspection, none of them end up 
matching the face that’s permanently burned into his memory. 


Just when Peter thinks he could scream in frustration, a voice catches his attention. 


“White pickup truck,” it mumbles, the low tones sending shivers down Peter’s spine. 
Peter’s eyes dart around frantically, desperate to find the source of the sound. 


The voice matches the one that haunts Peter’s nightmares, and once his gaze locks onto a 
sickeningly familiar figure, he can barely keep himself from lunging at the man in blind fury. 


Peter sucks a cold breath between his teeth and forces himself to pay attention to the figures. 
The two men are sitting back-to-back, and the face of the other man seems somehow familiar. 
The underpass, Peter realizes. He must be helping with the sale. 

“...Moving day,” the voice mutters again, softer than the last time. “New crates, shipment...” 


Suddenly, the silent man gets out of his seat, and Peter springs into action. It pains him to leave the 
previously-winged man alone, but as hard as it is, stopping the sale is more important than his 
personal revenge. 


Still, Peter doesn’t know what he’II do with himself if he ends up letting Gwen’s killer walk free 
again. 


Peter swings down to the parking deck, doing his best to stay pressed as close to the ceiling as 
possible while he scans the cars for a white pickup truck. 


It’s almost too perfect. If everything goes well, he’ll have the buyers, sellers, and goods all in one 
place. 


Peter freezes once he finds it, internally groaning when he notices that the only thing concealing 
the weapons in the bed of the truck is a flimsy tarp. These people must be idiots. 


Either that, or they know that he’s too pathetic to catch them. 


The men reach for the tarp, and Peter makes the split-second decision to reveal himself. It’s 
unlikely that they’d use the illegal weapons on any of the passengers, but the way that Peter saw 
the men act under the bridge, it’s entirely possible that someone could get hurt. 


He can’t let that happen. 


“The ‘illegal weapons sale’ ferry was at ten-thirty,” Peter quips, quickly webbing the men’s guns 
to the ground. “You missed it.” 


There’s still no sign of the winged guy, and although Peter should be relieved, he can’t help but 
feel a bit disappointed. 


Spider-Man may be a friendly neighborhood vigilante, but there’s nothing Peter would love more 
than to hear the sickening ‘crack’ of the man's nose as he pummels it with his fists. 


A surge of his spider sense tells him that there’s someone running at him from behind, and he steps 
aside just in time for the man to go careening off the side of the ferry. Automatically, Peter shoots 
a web to catch him, but he takes care to restrain him before setting him down on the ground. 


“T didn’t know that I'd have to tell you this, but running off the side of a boat generally isn’t a good 
idea.” 


The man snarls in response, but Peter’s attention is quickly diverted by the unmistakable whirring 


of the mechanical wings. 
Peter whirls around and locks eyes with the winged man. 


He already knew that the man who shot Gwen is the same man who dropped him in a lake all 
those months ago, but the confirmation is agonizing. 


It’s undeniable that Peter directly caused Gwen’s death, and this is proof. 


Peter blinks, trying his best to silence the infernal thoughts that have plagued him since that terrible 
day, and quickly shoots a web at the man. 


The wings slice it easily, and Peter can barely suppress a yelp as he dodges a beam of light. 


On second thought, maybe initiating a fight when his opponents have unknown weapons isn’t the 
best idea. Especially since Peter has a ferry full of people to protect. 


Peter shoots another web, this time aiming for the glowing weapon in the man’s hands. 


To be honest, he’s not entirely sure what it is. All Peter knows is that the man is trying to kill him 
with it, just like he did to Gwen. 


In an unexpected stroke of luck, the gun comes free, and Peter wastes no time. As soon as the 
weapon hits the ground, Peter jams his fingers into the buttons on his web shooters, covering the 
gun in piles of webbing. 


For a second, it seems like everything’s fine. Peter’s staring at the winged man, trying to figure out 
the best way to overpower him, when the gun starts to flash. 


Peter only has a second to brace himself before a beam of light cuts through the webbing, freeing 
the gun. To his horror, it keeps vibrating, the blasts of energy getting larger every second. 


Suddenly, a blinding flash of purple light fills Peter’s vision, and slices the ferry in half. 
Peter’s head is spinning. 


He registers that there are people screaming, and some part of him must realize that the winged 
man is already flying away, but he can’t move. 


How did he mess this up so badly? 


Before any more precious seconds can pass by, Peter leaps into action, hurling webs at any surface 
he can see. 


He can feel the webs straining against each half of the ferry, but Peter keeps going. Hundreds of 
lives are at stake. 


Finally, when the intricate web is finished and he’s almost out of web fluid, the ship stops sinking. 
Peter waits, afraid to breathe, but it seems stable. 

The passengers stare at him in shock, and sounds of relief flood the air. 

“What now, Spider-Man?” 


Peter pauses at the question. Truth be told, he’s not sure what comes next. Typically, he’d just wait 


for a rescue crew, but it’s unlikely that the webs will hold for that long. 
“T’ll help you,” Peter promises. “Just-” 
Before he can finish his thought, a menacing ‘snap’ fills the air. 


Peter whips around in horror, and just as he predicted, the intricate webbing is already falling into 
the water in shambles. 


Desperately, Peter shoots a web from each wrist, connecting the two halves by one single thread. 
His heart is pounding, and he’s not entirely confident that he won’t pass out then and there. 
The wind caresses him tauntingly as he dangles there, as if to say ‘you can only do this for so long.’ 


That’s the truth, Peter realizes. His arms burn, and his entire body feels as if it’s seconds away 
from splitting in half. 


Out of the corner of his eye, he can see a ship approaching, but it’s still so far away. There’s no 
way he can hold on for any longer. 


Peter lets out a cry of frustration as his vision begins to get spotty. He can’t pass out now, he can’t 
kill all of these people. 


His arms scream in agony as he forces himself to stay awake. Peter watches the ship creep closer, 
doing his best to drown out the cries of the passengers. 


The only thing he can focus on is staying awake. 


A small part of him wishes that there weren’t passengers on the ferry. As his arms tingle, going 
numb from the strain, Peter can’t help but imagine the relief that would come with just letting go. 


He could let himself sink. Chances are, he’d be unconscious before he hit the water. 


Gwen would finally stop plaguing his every thought. There would be no more Flash, no more Skip, 
no more winged guy- 


The issue is, that’s not entirely true. 
The winged guy would still be out there. Peter would just be removing himself from the equation. 
When he’s gone, who’s going to make sure the man never hurts anyone else? 


With that thought in his mind, Peter grits his teeth, barely wincing at the way the ferry shifts when 
everyone gathers to one side to await the arrival of the ship. 


At some point, the boat must have arrived, because the ferry gets significantly lighter. 


Peter forces his head up, trying his best to push through the wave of nausea that comes with the 
movement, and checks desperately for stragglers. 


He can’t see anyone, but he’s also seeing double, so his count may not be entirely accurate. 


Peter registers the emergency worker yell something in his general direction, but before he can 
process the command, the cool breeze is whipping his face. 


He’s falling, but when he goes to shoot a web, he can’t get his arms to move. 
Just like he predicted, his world goes black long before he hits the water. 
“..1der-Man? Spider-Man!” 


Consciousness hits Peter like a freight train as his throbbing body connects with the solid floor of 
the top deck of the boat. 


“Is everyone okay?” Peter coughs, his hands automatically flying to his face to ensure that his 
mask is still in place. 


The last thing he needs is a repeat of the night on the highway with the bird-guy. 


“T think so,” the man in front of him says, trying to push Peter back onto the ground. “Is it okay if I 
remove your mask? I need to check and see if you swallowed any water-” 


“No!” Peter exclaims, grasping the bottom of his mask for dear life. 
He may be injured, but that doesn’t mean he’Il reveal his identity without a fight. 


Instead of forcing the mask off like Peter had been expecting, the man holds his hands up in 
surrender. “Woah, you’re okay.” 


“T need to get back,” Peter mumbles, thinking of Bucky and Steve. They may not have a TV, but 
Peter has a feeling that they’ ve somehow seen the news. 


“Just- let me listen to your lungs,” the man pleads. ““We’re almost at shore, it won’t slow you down 
at all.” 


Begrudgingly, Peter nods, trying his best not to flinch away when the man presses an ear against 
Peter’s chest. 


‘Don’t think of Skip,’ Peter pleads with himself as he struggles to keep his breathing even. 


“That’s... enough,” he orders meekly, pushing the man away when he feels like he’s about to 
choke on air. 


His eyes dart around as soon as the ship docks, and before the man can say anything else, Peter 
bolts up and starts sprinting. 


“Hey!” the man calls after him, but Peter pays him no mind. 
He has to get back to the apartment. 


Peter’s aching limbs throb in protest as he bolts up and down streets, turning every few blocks to 
ensure that he doesn’t lead anyone to the apartment. 


When he’s sure he’s alone, Peter crawls into an alley, barely resisting the urge to curl up and pass 
out right there. 


He’s so close, he just has to go a bit further. 


Peter drags himself up the steps to the vacant apartment building, doing his best not to cry out as 


his arms give an almighty throb. 


Amazingly, he’s able to muster up the strength to pound on the door before collapsing on the 
ground in a heap. 


He doesn’t know how long he lays there, but eventually, the door creaks open. 
“Peter?” 
The kid can barely find the energy to lift a hand in response to Bucky’s whispered question. 


Peter tries his best to force himself up, but his muscles don’t obey his commands, and his body just 
twitches pitifully. 


He senses Bucky lean down to his level, and Peter automatically tenses. 


It was stupid of him not to anticipate that the man would be mad. He just hopes he doesn’t hit him 
with his metal arm- 


Peter flinches when Bucky’s arms make contact with his quivering form, but to his surprise, he’s 
pulled into a hug. 


“T was so fucking worried about you,” the man whispers, tucking Peter’s hear under his chin. 


“Get him inside,” a voice hisses from the apartment, and a glance up shows Peter that Steve is just 
as shaken as Bucky. 


Peter winces as Bucky lifts him up, trying his best to get his limbs under control as the man carries 
him inside. 


“Are you alright?” Steve asks, looking him up and down once Bucky deposits him onto the couch. 


“T... think so?” Peter says, not entirely sure that his answer is truthful. “My arms and legs hurt, but 
they’ Il heal.” 


Steve nods, frowning thoughtfully. “You have to let us help you, kid.” 


“T would have!” Peter defends himself. “I promise, it’s just... Bucky was gone and you were asleep, 
and to be fair, I didn’t even know about the ferry until it was almost too late-” 


“Your life has value,” Bucky cuts him off, his eyes sparkling with an emotion that Peter can’t quite 
place. “You can’t just run into a fight like that, you were unprepared.” 


“T didn’t know that I was unprepared,” Peter huffs, crossing his arms the best that he can without 
sending them into more agony. 


Steve sighs. “Did you know anything about what you were getting yourself into?” 

“Yes! Well, kind of,” Peter exclaims, a blush creeping across his cheeks. “Are you mad at me?” 
Bucky’s expression softens. “No, kiddo. We’d never get mad at you for that. It’s just-” 

“The public isn’t as forgiving,” Steve finishes for him, a grimace on his face. 


The blood drains from Peter’s face. ““You mean-” 


“They’re saying that you defied the Accords,” Steve says bluntly. “Of course, it’s all bullshit, 
but...” 


Peter’s heart sinks. “...No more Spider-Man?” he asks, his heart breaking as Bucky nods solemnly. 


“At least until this all blows over, okay? Buck and I will pack go bags for all three of us, but in the 
meantime, we should all lay low,” Steve orders. “Peter, I’m so sorry, I know that Spider-Man 
means a lot to you-” 


“It’s fine,” Peter chokes out. “We should pack, right?” 
Steve nods, but Peter can see the hint of sadness in his eyes. 
If this all wasn’t his own fault, Peter might allow himself to be sad about it too. 


He grew up in New York. His last moment with his parents was a cheerful goodbye at JFK Airport, 
filled with hugs and promises to bring back souvenirs. His aunt and uncle took their last breaths in 
a Queens back alley. 


He went to slumber parties here. Ned is here, MJ is here, Midtown is here. Countless memories, 
some bad, but some good as well. 


It’s not confirmed that they’ll have to leave, but Peter should still feel something. Some 
apprehension around the subject of leaving his home of sixteen long years. 


Instead, he’s numb. 
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Peter notices that Bucky seems to breathe a little easier when their getaway bags are safely stowed 
away under the floorboards. 


All three of them are still shaken up from the ferry incident, of course. Peter can’t help but feel 
guilty that it’s his actions that are preventing Wanda from coming back, but over the phone, she 
assured him that she’s not upset. 


Peter’s time in the apartment is making him so soft that he almost believes her. 


“Hey, what’s with the long face?” Bucky asks gruffly, ruffling Peter’s messy curls. “We don’t have 
to go outside to have a good time.” 


Peter chuckles half-heartedly, his hand darting up to grasp the man’s wrist. “Yeah, sure. What did 
you have in mind?” 


Bucky pauses for a moment, obviously struggling to come up with a solution to their seemingly 
endless problem. 


“Do you remember Lang?” Steve asks as he approaches Bucky from behind, encircling his waist 
with his arms. 


Bucky’s eyebrows furrow as he thinks, and Peter can’t help but smile fondly at the domestic scene. 


“He was the one that grew, right?” Bucky asks, resting his hands gently atop Steve’s. “The red 
one?” 


Peter perks up at the description. “I saw him on the news in the hotel room! He’s so cool, I’d do 
anything to get my hands on that tech. It’s amazing, Pym somehow figured out a way to shrink 
human beings without letting them go subatomic, I’ve read so many of his papers...” 


He blushes and claps a hand over his mouth when he realizes that both men are staring at him. 
“Sorry, it’s just... cool,” Peter apologizes weakly. 


“No,” Bucky says softly. “Peter, don't feel bad for talking about stuff you’ re interested in. Hell, I 
couldn’t even tell you the number of times that Steve has gone on for hours about the different eras 
of painting or some shit, and you never see me complaining.” 


Peter nods silently, a warm sensation swelling in his chest. 
“You love it,” Steve teases, a cocky grin on his face. “I'll get you to admit it one of these days.” 


Bucky scowls, but Peter doesn’t miss the hint of fondness behind his expression. 


“Anyway, last I heard, Scott was under house arrest,” Steve continues, taking them back to the 
point. “He’s been stuck at home since I broke the rogues out of the Raft.” 


“What’s the Raft?” Peter asks, his eyebrows furrowing in confusion, but his mouth snaps closed 
when he register’s Bucky’s expression morphing into one of horror. 


“He’s not at Clint’s?” Bucky whispers, his voice suddenly growing small. “I didn’t know-” 
“It’s not your fault, Buck,” Steve assures him. “It was his choice to turn himself in.” 


It’s obvious that Bucky isn’t exactly convinced, and part of Peter wants to leave the room to give 
the pair some space. He can’t help but feel like he’s intruding on a private moment. 


“Whatever,” Bucky grumbles, discreetly pulling Steve’s arms tighter around himself. “You were 
saying?” 


Steve can’t help but smile at Bucky’s antics. “Last I heard, he was learning close-up magic to pass 
the time. We could pick up a hobby!” 


Bucky’s scowl only deepens at Steve’s suggestion. “I’m not learning fuckin’ magic tricks, Steve.” 


“Tt doesn’t have to be magic tricks,” Steve defends himself. “It could be... I don’t know. Kid, what 
do you do for fun?” 


Peter blushes as the focus of the conversation turns to him. “Um, I don’t know,” he stammers. “I 
guess I used to build stuff with Legos, that was pretty fun.” 


“What’s a Lego?” Bucky asks, his nose wrinkling in confusion. 


“You didn’t grow up with Legos?” Peter gasps, clutching his chest in mock horror. “How did you 
cope? At this point, those little bricks are the only thing holding my sanity together.” 


Steve frowns in concern, but before he can question Peter’s sanity, Bucky lets out a hum of 
confusion. 


“So... they’re bricks?” he asks, his eyebrows furrowed. “With, like, cement and all that? We had 
those-” 


“No!” Peter exclaims. “They’re- it’s just little squares that you can click together. You don’t use 
cement.” 


Steve and Bucky both nod slowly, still not quite understanding Peter. 
“Whatever,” Peter says. “I guess you’ ll just have to take my word for it.” 
“They sound lovely,” Steve assures him, but Bucky isn’t impressed. 


“So what do you make with them?” he asks. “If they’re just bricks, the options must be pretty 
limited.” 


Peter gulps. A week ago, he would never have argued with an adult. He’s learned by now that it’s 
easier to agree and let the subject go, even if he knows he’s right. 


That’s why it’s so surprising to Peter when his shaking hand pulls his cell phone from his pocket. 
“Actually, you can make a bunch of things,” he says, his voice only barely shaking. 


“Like what?” Bucky asks, leaning closer to the boy. “A wall?” 


Instead of humoring Bucky’s lapse of imagination with a response, Peter scrolls through his camera 
roll until he finds what he’s looking for. 


“This is the Death Star that I built with my friend Ned,” he explains as Bucky and Steve both 
squint at the screen. “Lego sets are pretty expensive, especially the big ones like this, but he let me 
help him build the one his parents bought on his birthday.” 


“That’s... incredible,” Steve whispers, his eyes transfixed on the image. “It’s so complex.” 


“Yeah,” Peter chuckles, smiling as the warm glow of the memory from a lifetime ago washes over 
him. “We had a weekend-long sleepover at his house so we could finish it.” 


“What makes it a ‘death star?’” Bucky asks, obviously still trying his best to wrap his head around 
the idea. “Is that just what you guys named it?” 


Peter’s jaw drops, and for a second, he’s genuinely speechless. “Wow, I guess I kind of forgot that 
you guys are... old,” he chuckles. “It’s from Star Wars.” 


“That’s on my list!” Steve exclaims triumphantly. “I know what that is!” 


“Congratulations,” Bucky deadpans, desperately trying to hold back laughter. “Do you want a 
sticker? Maybe a-” 


His teasing is cut short when a chime from Peter’s phone catches their attention. 
Peter goes to swipe it away, but when he reads what it says, he freezes. 
‘lm at Delmar’s, just want to talk. -H.’ 


The phone slips through his fingers and clatters down onto the table. Both Steve and Bucky stare in 
concern, and Peter tries to find the words to explain the situation, but he’s speechless. 


Harry’s okay. The relief that the knowledge brings him is almost overwhelming. 


“Is someone bothering you?” Steve asks, breaking the silence. “Wanda says you can block phone 
numbers, I’m sure we could figure out how to-” 


“No,” Peter chokes out. “It’s- he’s my foster brother. Well, I guess he was. I haven’t seen him since 
he turned eighteen.” 


“Oh,” Steve breathes. “Do you want to see him?” 


Peter blinks in confusion at the question. That’s definitely not the reaction he expected. “I mean, 
yeah. I miss him a lot, just... it’s not safe, is it?” 


As hard as he tries, he can’t keep the hint of hope he feels from his words. 


“Will he compromise our location?” Bucky asks, folding his arms across his chest. “How well do 
you know this guy?” 


“He’s practically my brother,” Peter admits, blushing as he voices the thought for the first time. 
“He’s good at keeping secrets, I promise. He wouldn’t tell anyone.” 


Steve frowns, and for a second, Peter’s worried that he’II shut the idea down. Instead, he just sighs. 


“Send him the address of the apartment building down the street.” 
Peter scrambles to pick up his phone from the table and comply. 


“He’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” Peter informs them, giddy with excitement. “Should I go wait 
for him?” 


He internally pleads that Steve will say yes, but deep down, he knows the man’s answer before it 
leaves his lips. 


“Tl go get him-” 


“Are you crazy?” Bucky asks, lightly smacking Steve on the shoulder. ““There’s no way you won’t 
get recognized if you go out in public. [ll go.” 


Steve opens his mouth to argue, but before he can, Bucky’s already fishing in his pockets for his 
leather gloves. 


“Can you describe this kid for me?” Bucky asks gently. “So I can make sure I get the right one.” 
Peter nods, grinning in anticipation. “His name is Harry Osborn, I think I have a picture... here!” 


The first picture he finds is one he must have taken months ago. Harry and Gwen smile up at him 
from behind the cracked screen of his cell phone. The sight of Gwen’s face makes Peter’s throat 
tighten. 


He holds the picture up for Bucky to inspect, trying his best to look anywhere but at Gwen, whose 
head is thrown back as the photo captures her mid-laugh. 


She looks so alive. 

“Got it,” Bucky nods gruffly, making his way toward the door. “I'll be right back.” 

Waiting for Bucky to return is torture. 

Every little noise has Peter leaping up from his seat, listening to see if it’s Bucky and Harry. 
“You're okay,” Steve assures him soothingly, placing a warm hand on his back. “Just breathe.” 


“Yeah,” Peter agrees, anxiously fiddling with the hem of his shirt. “I’m fine, I don’t know what 
you’re talking about-” 


His stomach drops when two sets of footsteps approach the door. 


Immediately, Peter sprints to the door, and he gets there just as Bucky knocks. Carefully, he slides 
the deadbolt open, moving as if any sudden movements would startle Harry away. 


The door swings open, and Peter can hardly believe it when he’s met with the sight of Harry, his 
signature smirk spreading across his face when he sees just how panicked Peter is. 


“Calm down, Parker. It’s just me.” 


Peter barely holds back a sob as he rams into Harry, wrapping his arms around the boy’s shoulders 
and holding on for dear life. 


“Get inside,” Steve orders nervously, the same way he always does when anyone lingers in the 
doorway for more than half a second. 


Peter only squeezes harder, paying no mind to the fact that Harry’s feet have both left the ground. 
“You're alright,” he chokes out, still unable to believe his eyes. “Fuck, I was so worried.” 


“Hey, it’s okay,” Harry says soothingly, maneuvering them both until there’s enough room for the 
door to close. “I never should have left you guys like that.” 


Peter wants to argue, to assure him that he shouldn’t feel guilty, but his words are cut off by a dry 
sob. 


“Gwen,” he starts, desperate to come clean to Harry before it’s too late. “I-” 


“T heard,” Harry says, a pained expression on his face. “Peter, I’m so sorry. I should have been 
there.” 


“No, I’m glad you weren’t,” Peter admits, blinking away tears. “I just wish she went with you. He 
was after me, you know. It’s my fault that she’s gone.” 


The statement drains all of the warmth from the room. 


“Pete,” Steve starts tentatively. “You can’t blame yourself for that, okay? Trust me, I know. It’s 
not healthy.” 


Peter nods, agreeing purely for Harry’s sake. “Anyway, how are you?” Peter asks, trying his best 
to push the thought of Gwen from his mind. “How’s what’s-her-name?” 


Harry’s eyebrows furrow for the tiniest second before he sighs in realization. “Lily,” he says. “We 
broke up about a month after I moved in. I’m fine, though,” he assures Peter as his jaw drops in 
horror. 


“Oh my god, have you been homeless this whole time? Do you- I'll get you a sandwich-” 


“T said I’m fine,” Harry says firmly, moving to follow Steve and Bucky over to the tattered couch. 
“T have a little apartment in Manhattan, if you must know. What I’m really concerned about is why 
the fuck you’re living with two supersoldiers.” 


Peter blushes, his mouth opening and closing as he scrambles to find the most fitting lie. Of course 
his dumbass forgot that living with Captain America isn’t a normal thing that people do. 


“..What supersoldiers?” he asks, eliciting a glare from Harry and a snort from Bucky. “Did you 
find a job?” Peter asks, trying to change the subject as quickly as possible. 


“Hold on a second,” Harry says, gesturing at Steve and Bucky. “You can’t just-” 

“How the fuck can you afford rent in Manhattan? Must be one hell of a job.” 

Peter’s practically shouting to be heard over Harry’s protests, but finally, the boy gives up. 
“T work at Pizza Hut,” Harry sighs. “You’re seriously not going to explain-” 


“An apartment on a Pizza Hut salary?” Peter asks, his eyebrows raised in confusion. “I know for a 
fact you didn’t have any savings.” 


Harry chuckles humorlessly at Peter’s statement. “Yeah, like I would have been able to save any 


money in that hellhole. God knows we all tried our best.” 


“Yeah, I mean, I’d be fucked if I had to pay rent,” Peter says, not allowing Harry to dodge the 
question. “How do you do it? If you need help-” 


“You know how my dad wrote me out of his will years before he died?” Harry asks, catching Peter 
off guard. 


He nods awkwardly, not missing Steve’s subtle wince at the question. 


“Well,” Harry coughs, picking at his nails uncomfortably. “It turns out my mom had a will, too. He 
took most of her money while she was alive, of course, but she also had an apartment. Since I’m 
eighteen, I’ve legally inherited it.” 


“That’s... amazing!” Peter exclaims, beaming up at Harry. “Seriously, I’m so relieved.” 


“Yeah, it would have been nice to know when I found out Ross was kicking me out,” Harry 
chuckles, slinging an arm around Peter’s shoulders. “I was actually going to ask you if you wanted 
to move in with me, but it seems like you’re all good in that department.” 


Peter’s face flushes as Steve and Bucky both turn to look at him, silently awaiting his answer. 
“Yeah, ’m good.” 


“Mr. Delmar says you quit,” Harry says gently, his eyes flitting over to the adults for a second. 
“What’s with that?” 


Peter pales, his eyes instinctively drifting to Bucky for help. 


“No!” Harry exclaims, snapping his fingers angrily in front of Peter’s face. “Don’t look at him. I 
know you, Peter. You never would have quit that job without a good reason-” 


“T got the Stark Internship,” Peter blurts out, forcing himself to meet Harry’s eyes. “I- that’s why I 
quit. They didn’t make me do it.” 


Harry frowns skeptically. “Are you sure? It’s great that you got the internship, I’m so fucking 
proud of you, but the offer to move in with me still stands.” 


“T’m fine, okay?” Peter exclaims, the intensity of his words surprising even himself. “Is it so hard 
for you to believe that I’m capable of taking care of myself?” 


“We both know it was always you who took care of me, not the other way around,” Harry admits, 
his expression softening. “I’m worried about you, can you blame me?” 


“Don’t be,” Peter says, allowing his gaze to drop back to the floor. “Seriously, I’m fine. If this is 
about Gwen-” 


“Tt’s not,” Harry interrupts him. “Just- what Skip did to you wasn’t consensual, was it?” 


Peter’s heart practically stops when he hears the name of the man he’s been desperately trying to 
erase from his nightmares. 


He forces himself to look up, and one glance at Harry’s expression tells him that the boy knows the 
answer already. 


What’s even more distressing to Peter is the identical looks of horror on Steve and Bucky’s faces. 


“The pieces fell into place as soon as I left Ross’s,” Harry admits. “I’m so sorry, Peter. If only I had 
seen-” 


“Tt’s not your fault.” 
Peter’s voice is meek, but the silence that follows the statement is deafening. 


“You couldn’t have done anything,” he continues, desperate to alleviate Harry’s guilt. “It’s been 
going on since I was nine, he’s... good at hiding it. I’m telling you, it’s not your fault.” 


To Peter’s despair, the admission only makes Harry’s mouth gape in horror. 
“TJ mean-” he stutters, desperate to find a way to take back the statement. “It wasn’t-” 
“Name,” Bucky growls, making Peter jump as he approaches the couch. 


Steve looks between Bucky and Peter, and for a second it looks like he’s going to stop the man, but 
his mouth stays firmly closed. 


“You don’t have to give it to me,” Bucky continues, ignoring Steve’s obvious apprehension. “T 
understand if you don’t want to, but please- I just need a name,” he begs, his expression hardening 
until he’s virtually unrecognizable. 


Peter frowns, slowly processing the man’s offer. 


He shouldn’t tell him anything. The crazed look in the man’s eyes makes it obvious that Skip won’t 
go unharmed if Bucky finds him. 


The issue is, the little part of him that wonders if that would be such a bad thing grows larger by 
the second. 


“Steven Westcott,” Peter finds himself whispering, his stomach sinking in dread. “Tell him that 
Einstein sent you.” 


Bucky nods curtly, and Peter’s stomach drops in apprehension. 


He understands that sending a genetically enhanced supersoldier to fight his demons for him isn’t 
exactly something a friendly neighborhood vigilante should do. 


The thing is, at this moment, he’s not Spider-Man. 
He’s a nine-year-old kid gripping his Star Wars bedsheets, begging to go back to playing Legos, 
praying for Uncle Ben or Aunt May or even his parents to walk through the door, as he experiences 


true terror for the first time in his all too short life. 


When Peter watches Bucky storm out of the front door, the overwhelming emotion that washes 
over him isn’t guilt, it’s relief. 


The cornflakes feel like cement as they stick to the roof of Peter’s mouth. 


Harry left pretty soon after Bucky did. He claimed that he had a shift at work, but Peter can’t help 
but assume the tension in the air had something to do with his sudden exit. 


At least he promised to keep in touch, Peter rationalizes. Even though it might feel like it, he isn’t 


lost forever. 


He does miss having Harry there as a buffer, though. Without him, Steve’s curled up on the couch, 
flipping through his sketchbook and trying to hide his silent tears from the kid in the kitchen. Peter 
can’t for the life of him figure out what to say. 


‘Sorry that I sent your ex-assassin boyfriend into the weirdest relapse of all time, that’s my bad?’ 
He doesn’t think that would go over very well. 
Instead of looking at the man on the couch, Peter eats his cereal as quietly as he possibly can. 


The nostalgic flavor of the corn flakes swimming in cold milk brings him back to his time at 
Ross’s. Of course, many aspects of Ross’s house weren’t ideal, but that’s not what he finds himself 
thinking about. 


No, the memories that Peter finds himself trapped in are the ones that don’t involve Ross at all. 


As Peter carefully chews the cereal, he could swear that Miles and Harry are on either side of him. 
Gwen’s across from him, talking his ear off about some science project she’s doing at school, and 
Peni is listening to her in awe. 


When he finally looks up, he’s almost disappointed to see that his only company is Steve, who’s 
still moping on the couch. 


Just when he thinks the room can’t get any more tense, heavy footsteps boom through the hallway 
outside of the apartment. 


Peter’s eyes snap down to look at his cereal bowl as he internally debates what to do. The 
conversation that’s about to take place doesn’t seem like one that he’s supposed to be there for. 


The doorknob wiggles, and before Peter can move, Steve jumps to his feet and hurries to open it. 


If Peter wasn’t too busy freaking out, he might have noticed the resigned expression that the man’s 
face has morphed itself into. 


He spoons some soggy corn flakes into his mouth, only to choke on them when the front door 
slams open, the sheer force knocking Steve into the wall. 


Bucky’s expression is terrifyingly blank, but the alarm bells in Peter’s head don’t truly start going 
off until the unforgettable sound of a tactical belt being removed reverberates through the small 
apartment. 


“T’m sorry,” Peter chokes out as he leaps up from the chair, every cell in his body shaking in 
anticipation. 


He’s so stupid. 


How could he get so comfortable? Peter knows not to eat after messing up, or at least to hide the 
fact that he is eating. 


Why the fuck did he think it would be okay to eat cereal in the kitchen? Honestly, he’s surprised 
that Steve let him get this far. 


Steve reaches out to touch Bucky, and it’s then that Peter finally notices the blood that’s splattered 
onto his metal arm. 


He can’t help but jump when Bucky shoves Steve into the wall, his face void of emotion as he 
stalks closer and closer to Peter. 


It’s just pain, he can handle it. Even if Bucky’s physically enhanced, it shouldn’t kill him, right? 


Peter braces himself as the man’s arm shoots out in his direction, but to his surprise, it doesn’t 
make contact with his flesh. 


Instead, it shoves a small cardboard box into his hands. 
“Kupnuun,” he spits out, his horrifyingly vacant eyes drilling holes into Peter’s skull. 


Peter grips the box with both hands, gasping when he looks down and sees a distinct bloody 
handprint on the side. 


“Buck-” Steve pleads, taking a tentative step closer to the man. 


Peter jumps as the man storms into his and Steve’s shared bedroom, slamming the door behind 
him. 


For a second, Steve and Peter stare at each other in shock, but the silence is broken when Steve 
gasps. 


“Ts that... me?” he asks, his throat tightening in misery. 
Peter holds up the box, and to his surprise, Steve’s right. 


It’s a tiny lego set, only about 50 pieces that snap together to form a motorcycle, and Steve’s face 
smiles up from the front of it. 


“T didn’t even know they had these,” Steve admits, gently taking the box from Peter. “You build 
this out of the bricks?” 


Peter nods, not wanting to break the delicate peace. 


“Seems like it's just a toy with more steps,” the man muses, his eyes darting anxiously between the 
bloody box and the closed bedroom door. 


Peter sighs, running his fingers through his hair. “It’s fun to build,” he explains awkwardly. 


Steve hums in acknowledgement before placing the box back into Peter’s hands. “I’m going to go 
check on him.” 


“Great. Good, you should... go,” Peter stammers. “Tell him I’m sorry.” 


“T’m not going to do that, kid,” Steve chuckles humorlessly as he makes his way toward the 
bedroom. “You have nothing to be sorry for.” 


Peter stares as Steve gently clicks the door open and enters softly, pulling it shut behind him. 
Once he’s alone, Peter has to fight to hold back the tears that threaten to run down his face. 


He gets up and picks his bowl of cereal up with shaking hands, trying his best to ignore his internal 
protest as he pours the gloopy mess down the sink. 


He doesn’t deserve food, and honestly, Peter isn’t sure that he’d even be able to force himself to 


eat. His stomach is still churning with anxiety, and even though it’s obvious that he’s not in trouble, 
he still can’t stop shaking. 


It’s official. Without a doubt, this is one of the worst things that Peter’s done. 


Aside from Gwen, he diligently reminds himself. That is, and forever will be, his number one 
regret. 


He used Bucky, that much is evident. He’ll never be able to forgive himself. 
Will Bucky ever be able to forgive him? Will Steve? 


The questions echo in his mind, and as much as he wants to assure him that they would, he just 
doesn’t know. 


Steve said there was nothing for him to be sorry about, but that’s a lie. 


Peter finds himself wishing that Wanda was still here. He understands that it was a tight squeeze 
and that she’s happier with Vision, but the loneliness he feels is crushing. 


Maybe he’Il end up having to take Harry up on his offer. Who knows how much longer Steve and 
Bucky will be able to put up with him for? 


For all he knows, he’s getting kicked out as soon as Bucky’s well enough to speak again. 


It would serve him right, Peter figures. What kind of psychopath uses a recovering prisoner of war 
to do their dirty work? 


Probably the same ones that swing around the city in red spandex to ignore their own failures. 


Chapter End Notes 


"‘Kupnuun' = 'Bricks' 


Thank you for reading this chapter! This one was... a lot, to say the least. Your 
reactions are always welcome in the comments, I love seeing what you think so far. 
Also, this fic was nominated for the 2021 Irondad Creator Awards on Tumblr. If I'm 
being completely honest, I had no idea what that was before getting the notification, 
but thank you so much to the person that nominated it! 


My beta is EnchantingWriting! 


My Tumblr is Astro_cat13! 


Chapter 19 


Chapter Notes 

See the end of the chapter for notes 
Once the first rays of sunlight trickle into the apartment through the cracks of the boarded up 
windows, Peter caves. 


He doesn’t know what to do. Bucky and Steve have been holed up in their bedroom for well over 
twelve hours 


Peter’s hand shakes as he holds his cell phone up to his ear, finalizing the decision that he’s been 
agonizing over for hours. 


The line rings, and for a horrible second, Peter worries that no one will pick up. 
“Hello?” a familiar voice answers, and Peter breathes a sigh of relief. 


“Wanda,” he sighs, whispering her name as one would a prayer. “I fucked up. I’m so sorry to 
bother you, but I didn’t know who else to call.” 


“What’s wrong?” she asks, panic flooding into her tone. “Are you hurt?” 


“No, I’m fine,” he assures her, taking care to lower his voice as he speaks. The last thing he wants 
is to disturb Steve and Bucky after he’s already fucked up so royally. “How are you?” 


Peter can practically sense Wanda’s eye roll through the phone. 


“T’m good,” she says slowly, her voice tight with confusion. “Stuff with Vision is a bit complicated 
after the whole Germany thing, but we’re doing pretty well.” 


Peter nods, blushing once he realizes that she can’t see his body language. “Yeah, that makes 
sense. I’m glad you got to see him, though. Are you guys in New Jersey?” 


“No,” Wanda sighs, and Peter can practically feel her disappointment. “Stark got an apartment for 
Vis a while back, I’m crashing there. New Jersey is still a bit... too risky.” 


“T still don’t understand why you’d want to move to New Jersey,” Peter admits, a frown spreading 
across his face. “The city is so much better.” 


“You’re already starting to sound like Steve,” Wanda chuckles. “He asked me the same thing when 
I told him.” 


“He hates me,” Peter blurts out, clasping a hand over his mouth once he realizes that the thought 
slipped out. “I mean--I don’t know for sure. That’s what I need your help with.” 


“Go on,” Wanda instructs, that same note of confusion seeping into her voice. “I’m sure that he 
doesn’t hate you, Peter.” 


“T made Bucky kill someone,” Peter whispers, the words physically burning his throat. Finally 
having voiced it, Peter’s panic only increases tenfold. 


Maybe some things are better left unsaid. 


“T mean, I don’t know if he’s dead,” Peter continues quickly, tripping over his own words. “He’s 
probably dead, though. I- there was a lot of blood, so I kind of doubt that he’s alive right now.” 


“Who’s dead?” Wanda asks, the horror in her voice reflecting Peter’s mental state. “Is Bucky 
okay?” 


Peter glances at the bedroom door again, but just like the other million times he’s done the same, it 
doesn’t budge. 


“T don’t know,” Peter admits. “He and Steve have been in the bedroom for hours, but they’ re 
barely even talking.” 


Wanda pauses for a second, contemplating her next question, before she continues. “What makes 
you say that it’s your fault?” 


“T... said something,” Peter chokes out, unable to repeat the phrase. “It was about someone I knew 
when I was a kid, and he kind of freaked out about it.” 


“Oh, Peter,” Wanda sighs sympathetically. “That wasn’t your fault. He’s- I mean, I guess Bucky’s 
not exactly the most stable person right now.” 


Peter’s throat convulses at the memory, and he knows that he has to tell her the truth. She doesn’t 
understand how bad it actually is. 


“T asked him to.” 
The line goes dead, and for a second, Peter’s worried that Wanda hung up. 
“What?” she asks, her voice soft with bewilderment. “I don’t understand.” 


“Bucky asked me for the guy’s name,” Peter admits, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I gave it to 
him. Fuck, he even asked if it was okay to go after him, and I said yes.” 


He fully expects her to start yelling. He just manipulated a 100-year-old brainwashed supersoldier, 
he deserves to be yelled at. 


Instead, she sighs in relief. 
“Peter, I don’t think you understand how good that is.” 


Peter’s brows furrow in confusion. Skip is dead because of him. Yeah, he may not be particularly 
disappointed that the world is rid of the man, but it’s still his fault that the man’s dead. 


“T’m serious,” Wanda continues, her voice getting stronger. “He regressed back into the Winter 
Soldier, which obviously isn’t ideal, but there was still enough of himself left to ask you for 
permission.” 


Peter blinks slowly. He honestly hasn’t thought of it that way, but Wanda’s explanation kind of 
makes sense. 


“He got me LEGOs,” Peter realizes aloud, tears pooling in his eyes at the thought. “We were 
talking about them earlier, and he came back with a little Captain America LEGO set.” 


“That’s definitely a step in the right direction,” Wanda says enthusiastically. “Of course he’d sniff 
out the Captain America ones, Bucky’s a huge sap.” 


Peter chuckles nervously, turning the new ideas over in his head. 
Maybe things aren’t as bad as he thought. 


“Thank you, Wanda,” Peter breathes, feeling the pounding dread that’s been grating at him for the 
past twelve hours suddenly lessen. “Seriously, that helped a lot.” 


“Keep me updated,” she instructs him. “They may both be fossils, but I care about those little 
shits.” 


Peter snorts, and he hangs up feeling slightly more optimistic than he had when he made the call. 
The bedroom door doesn’t open until hours later. 


Peter’s absentmindedly scrolling through the New York criminal database when the door creaks 
open, and he whirls around to see the two men as they hobble toward the kitchen table. 


They both look terrible. Peter thought that he was tired, but the expressions on Steve and Bucky’s 
faces take exhaustion to a whole different level. 


Steve’s ankles pop as they support the weight of both him and Bucky, who seems like he’s seconds 
away from collapsing. 


“Hey, kid,” Steve grunts, offering Peter a weak half-smile. “How are things going out here?” 


“They’re... fine,” Peter mumbles, trying his best not to stare at Bucky as Steve carefully deposits 
him onto one of the kitchen chairs. 


“Here, let’s get some food in you,” Steve murmurs as he brushes Bucky’s hair out of his face, 
moving as if the man’s made of porcelain. “Do you want fruit or cereal?” 


Bucky just stares into space, his eyes blank. 
“Ts he okay?” Peter asks softly, shying back as Steve sighs. 


“He should be back to normal pretty soon,” Steve says, digging around in the fridge. “Hey, Buck! 
We have some plums, isn’t that exciting? ll wash some for you.” 


Peter’s eyes dart reflexively to Bucky, but the man shows no indication that he’s even heard 
Steve’s words. 


“T’m sorry,” Peter whispers, tentatively stepping towards Bucky. The man tenses, and when he 
turns to meet Peter’s eyes, he has to choke back a gasp. 


Bucky’s expression still has the same terrifyingly blank quality. The raw emotion hidden beneath 
the husk of the Winter Soldier makes Peter’s skin crawl. The image makes him wonder how long 
Bucky fought back against HYDRA’s programming before he finally gave up, but the idea is so 
distressing that Peter has to push it out of his mind entirely. 


His face is expressionless, but his eyes still somehow convey a sense of childlike horror. 


“T told you it’s not your fault,” Steve assures him as he slices the plums into bite-sized pieces. 
“Have you been beating yourself up about that this whole time?” 


“T... called Wanda,” Peter admits, allowing his gaze to shift to the floorboards beneath his feet. 
“She said this happens sometimes.” 


“No one’s mad at you, okay?” 


Steve ruffles his hair before going back to slicing, and for a second, Peter allows himself to believe 
the man’s words. 


He steps aside as Steve squeezes past him to get to the kitchen table, but when Steve places the 
bowl of plums down, Bucky doesn’t even look at them. 


“T need you to eat, you jerk,” Steve sighs, placing a fork into Bucky’s right hand. “Plums are good, 
you like them. Come on, aren’t you hungry?” 


Bucky’s gaze finally flits over to Steve’s face, and with a shaking hand, he reaches for the bowl of 
fruit. 


“That’s real good, Buck,” Steve encourages, a pained smile on his face. “Can you eat it for me? 
C’mon, chew and swallow.” 


Obediently, Bucky brings a plum slice to his lips, and silently chews. 


Peter stares for a moment before deciding to leave the pair alone, but when he turns to leave, he’s 
stopped by a gentle metal hand encircling his wrist. 


He whirls around and locks eyes with Steve, who’s just as surprised as he is. Before either of them 
can say anything, Bucky carefully places a chunk of plum in Peter’s open palm. 


Peter’s brows furrow in confusion, and when he makes no attempt to move, Bucky pats his 
shoulder gently. 


Peter and Steve watch in awe as Bucky picks up another piece of fruit, brings it to his mouth, and 
makes a show of chewing it up. 


It’s almost as if he’s trying to demonstrate the process of eating to Peter. 

Finally taking the hint, Peter eats his plum section, and Bucky nods in approval. 
“T... like them,” Bucky chokes out, turning to Steve for reassurance. “The plums.” 
“Yeah, Buck?” Steve asks, smiling softly. “That’s great.” 

“Steve,” Bucky whispers, reaching a careful hand toward the other man. “Stevie.” 


“Eat your damn plums,” Steve instructs, his fond grin only growing as he grasps Bucky’s shaking 
hand in his own. “I’m right here.” 


“T can share,” Bucky insists, offering another piece of plum to Peter. “I’m not that out of it, punk.” 


Steve sighs, discreetly running his thumb along the side of Bucky’s hand. “Fine, just make sure 
you save enough for yourself.” 


Bucky frowns. “I never liked it when you pout, Stevie,” he complains, carefully shoving a slice of 
the plum in between Steve’s pursed lips. “It ain’t the Depression anymore, there’s plenty to go 
around.” 


“T guess you’re right,” Steve muses as he licks plum juice from his lips. “Old habits die hard.” 


The kitchen falls silent, and for a few seconds, it seems like the day might be taking a turn for the 
better. Bucky’s Winter Soldier mindset seems to be wearing off, and Peter can practically see the 
tension melting away from Steve’s posture. 


“Do you want me to show you guys how LEGOs work?” Peter asks nervously, mentally preparing 
to be scolded for interrupting the peace. 


Instead, Bucky’s lips curl into a small smile. “Yes,” he chokes out robotically. “As long as it’s... 
okay with Steve.” 


“Of course it’s okay,” Steve says softly. “I’d love to see.” 


Peter smiles and turns to search for the box, trying his best to hide his flinch when he’s met with 
the bloody exterior. 


The idea that the dried blood had once belonged to his rapist is almost enough to make Peter’s 
head spin. He is careful not to touch any ensanguined cardboard. 


“This one has around fifty pieces- I mean, bricks,” Peter explains as he places the box on the table. 
“That means it’ ll be a lot easier to build than the Death Star I showed you, since that one was 
around four thousand pieces.” 


Steve lets out a low whistle, while Bucky’s attention is too transfixed on the box to pay attention to 
Peter’s rambling. 


“You have the real me right here,” Steve grumbles, noticing Bucky’s obvious distraction. “You 
don’t need a little plastic one.” 


“T bet the plastic one would talk less,” Bucky teases, his tone still slightly off. “Sorry, kid. ’'m 
paying attention.” 


“Oh, it’s... fine,” Peter dismisses awkwardly. “Here, [Il open it so you can see for real.” 
Peter tears the box open, and Bucky stares in awe as he pours the bricks onto the table. 


“These are the instructions,” Peter explains, leafing through the small pamphlet that came in the 
box. “You guys should have seen the instruction booklet for the Death Star, that thing was a whole 
fuckin’ novel.” 


“The pieces are so small,” Steve observes. “I see why the big project took you guys so long.” 


“Where’s Steve?” Bucky asks, his hands sifting through the small pile of multicolored bricks. 
“He... isn’t here,” he chokes out, a subtle whisper of disappointment working its way into his 
neutral tone. 


“He’s here!” Peter promises. “Look, we just have to put him together.” 


Peter gathers the pieces in the palm of his hand, but when he looks over at Bucky, his face is 
twisted into an expression of childlike horror. 


“What?” he whispers, tears pooling in his eyes. “He’s broken into pieces! I- Steve!” 


Bucky’s eyes are wide with panic, but he quiets when Steve puts a gentle arm around him. 


“Hey, it’s okay,” Steve reassures him. “I’m right here, see? I’m fine.” 
“Yeah, look,” Peter adds on, quickly snapping the pieces together. “He’s all together.” 


Peter deposits the LEGO figure into Bucky’s shaking hands, and the man snorts, blinking away the 
hot tears. “It’s a spitting image.” 


“This is ridiculous,” Steve mutters. “I don’t look like that. Where’s my hair?” 


“Under your helmet!” Peter exclaims as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “Where else 
would it be?” 


“Well, why the fuck is my helmet fused to my head? Id like to speak to the manufacturers-” 
“Stop being so vain,” Bucky smirks. “Let the kid enjoy his bricks.” 


As he watches Steve chuckle, Peter can’t help the fond smile from creeping onto his face. In his 
opinion, the day seems to be shaping up to be pretty good, despite the rough start. 


Of course, in typical Parker fashion, the moment is quickly shattered as Peter’s phone begins to 
blow up. 


“What the hell?” Steve asks, craning his neck to see what’s going on. 
Peter grabs the phone before promptly dropping it back onto the table. 


Somehow, in the past minute, he’s missed countless calls from almost every person in his contacts 
list. 


Sure, he may not know many people in the first place, but it’s still jarring to see the names of 
random Decathlon members flashing on his phone screen. 


“Something must have happened,” Peter says, unable to keep the panic he feels from his tone. “I- 
everyone’s calling me. Wanda, Ned, Harry-” 


Just as Peter says his brother’s name, his phone flashes again, and he caves. 

“Why the fuck is everyone calling me?” Peter asks, practically slamming the phone to his ear. 
“Dude...” Harry starts from the other end, his voice tight. “How long have you been Spider-Man?” 
The question sends a flood of adrenaline through Peter’s body. 


“T’m not... what?” Peter denies lamely, trying his best to ignore Steve and Bucky’s accelerated 
heartbeats. 


“Ross said that you’re Spider-Man,” Harry says matter-of-factly, and Peter goes numb. 


His eyes flit between Bucky and Steve in horror, but the men both just stare back, their mouths 
gaping open in horror. 


“Fuck,” Peter squeaks out, his eyes burning as tears threaten to spill down his face. “I- fuck! What 
do we do?” he asks Steve. 


The man’s brows furrow in thought, but before he can answer, Harry continues his interrogation. 


“Have you been Spider-Man this whole fucking time?” 


“What did Ross say?” Peter asks nervously, not wanting to contradict himself. Maybe he can 
salvage this. 


Harry sighs. “He said... a bunch of stuff, really. I guess the main thing was how you ran away 
because he decided to finally crack down on your behavior. Like, after the ferry and everything.” 


Peter’s stomach sinks. The situation’s definitely not as salvageable as he’d like it to be. 


“That’s a lie,” he defends himself. “I’ve been gone for weeks and he hasn’t said shit about it! Of 
course he’d use this to cover his own ass, I should have seen this coming.” 


Peter curses his own ignorance. It only makes sense that Ross would find a way to make himself 
the victim. He’s seen enough of that over the years to know that it’s practically the man’s specialty 
at this point. 


“That’s only the start of it,” Harry admits softly. “He says that you killed Skip.” 


As soon as the words leave Harry’s mouth, Steve bolts across the room, toppling the chair in his 
haste. 


“Fuck,” Peter squeaks, watching as Steve tears their packed bags from under the floorboards. “I- I 
don’t know what to do.” 


“Bucky, come on! We have to move,” Steve calls. “Peter, now!” 


“T don’t understand,” Harry breathes, his voice tight. “Does that mean you’ ve been Spider-Man this 
whole time?” 


“Harry, listen to me,” Peter blurts out, ignoring the other boy’s protests. “It’s dangerous for you to 
even be calling me, okay? You have to keep yourself safe-” 


“Why didn’t Spider-Man do any surprise investigations on Ross’s house?” Harry asks, the question 
punching Peter right in the gut. “You- it would have been so easy! How many times did he beat 
Gwen’s ass while we were right in the other room? He put a bike lock on the refrigerator, for 
fuck’s sake!” 


“Harry,” Peter says before his brother’s words send him spiralling into a pit of regret and grief. 
“You know there was nowhere else for us to go, the next place could have been even worse. Do 
you think I enjoyed listening from the other room while Ross fucking tore into one of you? There’s 
a reason that I made sure I was always the one he beat the shit out of.” 


Steve’s face falls at the admission, but Peter’s too preoccupied to pay him any mind. Harry’s still 
mouthing off, and he can barely hear his complaints over his own pulse as it pounds in his ears. 


“Nothing was stopping you from scaring him!” Harry argues. “If you had just threatened him a 
little-” 


“Yeah, Spider-Man showing up and making those kinds of accusations out of nowhere wouldn’t be 
suspicious at all,” Peter groans. “We’d just end up back in this situation.” 


The line falls silent as Steve thrusts Peter’s bag into his hands, motioning for him to hurry. 


“T guess I just don’t understand why it took you this long to do it,” Harry says. “I mean, I guess you 


didn’t, but still.” 
Peter scowls. “The reasons are the same,” he chokes out, biting his lip as his chest burns with guilt. 
“But-” Harry starts, his indignant tone only making Peter see red. 


“T know I missed opportunities!” He exclaims. “Even with these powers I’m fucking useless, and 
this time, Gwen paid the price. I’d do anything to go back and reverse that.” 


“Peter...” Harry trails off, obviously unsure of what to say. 
At the same moment, Steve’s gestures become more urgent, and Peter takes the hint. 


“T’m sorry that I couldn’t protect her,” Peter chokes out. “She deserved better. I guess all of you 
deserve better.” 


Harry tries to respond, but before he can, Peter ends the call. 


“What’s the plan?” Peter asks, hastily shoving his phone into the pocket of his jeans. “Are we 
leaving?” 


Steve frowns, obviously restraining himself from confronting Peter about the strange phone call. 
“We can’t go out in the middle of the day,” Bucky sighs, answering for him. 


“Well, not unless it’s absolutely necessary,” Steve corrects. “Once we have a plan, I say we should 
head to Clint’s.” 


Peter gasps. “And lead the cops to the rest of the Avengers? Are you crazy?” 


“You have to work with me here, kid,” Steve sighs, crossing his arms. “We won’t lead anybody 
anywhere. I know it’s not ideal, but we really don’t have any other choice.” 


“We're sitting ducks here, Steve!” Bucky complains, his eyes locking onto Peter. “Get away from 
the windows!” 


Peter raises an eyebrow, but before he can argue, a strong metal arm pulls him to the center of the 
room. 


“The windows are boarded up, Buck,” Steve sighs patiently. “We’re okay.” 
“For now,” Bucky grumbles, releasing Peter’s arm from his grasp. 


“Right,” Steve agrees. “That’s why I think we should call Stark before this gets any more out of 
hand-” 


“No fuckin’ way.” 


“Buck!” Steve exclaims. “I’m telling you, it’s our best shot. He’s turned a blind eye to everything 
else, so chances are, he’d help us!” 


Bucky pouts. “If you’re wrong, they’ll take you away from me again. You’ll get locked up, Steve! 
I can’t risk that, you have to understand.” 


“C’mon, Peter! You think that Tony’s a good guy, right? You went to Germany with him!” 


Bucky stiffens at the mention of the fight, and Peter just shrugs. 


“I... ’'m not sure,” he admits. “All that I do know is it’s much too high of a risk. If you guys got 
exposed because of me, I’d never be able to forgive myself.” 


“No, Peter-” Steve argues, only to be promptly cut off. 
“Maybe I should just turn myself in.” 


The apartment falls silent after Peter says the dreaded words, and Bucky and Steve exchange a 
glance of disbelief. 


“How could you even suggest that?” Bucky asks breathlessly. “That’s objectively a terrible idea!” 


“It’s my fault that we’re even in this situation!” Peter exclaims. “If I come out of hiding, they’d 
stop looking for me. There’s no way anyone would accidentally find you.” 


“Ross isn’t going to give you a fair trial, kid. You know that,” Steve says gently. “Besides, you’re 
with us now. You don’t have to take care of everyone, we’ ll be alright.” 


“T can’t be worth all this,” Peter says, nervously picking at his fingernails. 


Bucky frowns, his eyebrows furrowing as concern slowly bleeds into his previously stoic 
expression. “You’re worth all this and more,” he croaks. “Trust me, I know.” 


Steve smiles fondly for a second before backing him up. “Besides, we can’t risk you getting sent to 
the Raft. It’s... inhumane, to say the least.” 


“Okay, we’re sticking with the farm plan?” Peter asks, anxiously bouncing on the balls of his feet. 
“How do we even get there? You must have a plan, right?” 


“He has to, he’s the man with a plan,” Bucky smirks. 


Steve groans, but his facade of disgust does nothing to hide the relief that he feels. “Glad to see that 
you’re back, Buck.” 


Bucky shoots him a shit-eating grin, and despite the tense situation, Peter has to bite his lower lip 
to keep himself from laughing. 


“As far as the plan goes,” Steve continues, “I say we wait until dark. If we borrow a car-” 
“Steal a car,” Bucky corrects. 


“..then we should make it there by morning,” Steve finishes, glaring at Bucky. “We should be safe 
as long as we stay inside. All we have to do is wait.” 


Suddenly, as if to oppose Steve’s statement, the stairwell outside creaks. 


Steve’s arms instinctively push Bucky and Peter backwards until they’re both shielded behind his 
broad form. When Peter glances up at Bucky, he seems almost resigned to his face. 


“You think it’s Stark here to bail us out? He’s coming to save the day?” Bucky quips, warranting a 
light smack from Steve. 


Peter frowns. “If he actually cared about me, maybe he would.” 


Sensing Peter’s distress, Steve places a reassuring hand on the kid’s shoulder. “Whatever happens, 
we’ ll get through it together.” 


The footsteps grow louder until they’re right outside the door. Peter thought he was afraid when he 
was listening to the unknown person approach, but now that the air has gone silent, his terror only 
doubles. 


Peter tenses and shrinks further behind Steve when a noise finally rings through the apartment, but 
instead of bursting through the door like they’re all expecting, the person knocks. 


Bucky’s metal arm whirs softly as it tightens around the strap of his bag, and Peter does the same, 
suddenly aware of his own ragged breathing echoing through the silence. 


“T guess we’re doing this the hard way,” a barely-audible voice from the other side of the door 
sighs. 


For a moment, nothing happens, and Peter hopes against his best judgement that the person 
decided that the apartment is empty. 


Bucky’s arms curl protectively around Peter’s small form as the door suddenly caves in, the 
horrific screeching of metal on metal ringing through all of their ears. 


“Hey, Capsicle,’ Tony drawls as he steps over the rubble. “Sorry about your door, but you know 
how it is.” 


Peter tenses, his eyes zeroing in on the bright red repulsor glove that’s still whirring quietly from 
the shot. 


“Buckaroo, Spidey,” he continues, stalking further into the apartment. “Hey, are those LEGOs?” 


“Leave us alone,” Steve pleads, the note of resignation in his voice sending a jolt of panic through 
Peter’s body. “He’s just a kid. I couldn’t tell you exactly what Ross would do to him if you send 
him to the Raft, but I can assure you that it’s in all of our best interests to keep him safe.” 


Bucky tightens his hold on Peter at the mention of the man. “We don’t want to fight,” he rasps, 
“but we can’t let you take the kid either.” 


“Relax, “I just want to talk this out like civilized human beings, nothing more.” Tony chuckles, 
picking up the mini Captain America figurine from the kitchen table to inspect it. “LEGO made a 
pretty accurate imitation of you, Steve. I actually think I’d say the only discontinuity would be the 
ass. It really doesn’t do justice to the national treasure, does it?” 


“Ts that right?” Steve asks, an eyebrow raised in disbelief. “Why are you here, Tony?” 


“It’s as I said,” the man smirks. “I want to talk.” 
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Tony Stark would like to think that he’s a pretty insightful individual. Sure, maybe he acts rashly 
some of the time, but he still has a good idea of what’s going on at any given moment. He has to, 
given his position in Stark Industries. 


That’s why it’s so jarring for him to see the Spider-Kid’s face on every news channel. 


Originally, when the kid decided to stay out of Tony’s shit, he was proud. God knows that Tony 
could have used some common sense when he was that age. 


After the kid said the word, Tony dropped everything. True to his word, he didn’t contact the kid 
after Happy dropped him off at Ross’s house all those months ago. 


It seems like he managed to find his own trouble without Tony’s help. 


“The identification of this vigilante--who, may I add, has been acting in direct violation to the 
Sokovia Accords--has been provided by our Secretary of State,” the newsperson continues, 
grabbing Tony’s attention back to the television. “Thaddeus Ross, a politician with a record-high 
public approval rating, claims to be yet another victim of this masked criminal.” 


Tony frowns, turning up the volume as the camera cuts to Ross. 


“All ve ever wanted to do is help,” the man chokes out, blinking tears from his eyes. “Peter was 
my ward, and even though he’s obviously unstable, it was still heartbreaking for me to wake up 
and see that he wasn’t in his bed.” 


“You tried your best to send him down the right path,” the interviewer agrees, obviously buying 
into Ross’s crocodile tears. ““As an adamant supporter of the accords, I feel your disappointment. 
You did the best that you could, and I’m truly sorry that your efforts ultimately ended up being in 
vain.” 


“My heart goes out to the Westcott family,” Ross agrees gravely. “Skip was a good kid. His death 
will leave a hole in our community and our hearts.” 


“Do you have any ideas of potential motives?” the reporter asks. “Of course, we still don’t have 
enough evidence to say who Skip’s murderer is, but you seem pretty certain that this kid--Peter 
Parker--is to blame, under the alias of ‘Spider-Man.’” 


Ross cringes, nervously fixing his tie as his eyes dart around the room. “I’ve been praying for some 
other explanation,” he admits, “but the coincidence is just too perfect. These accusations do not 
come lightly, but I’ve found that it’s my duty to make sure that he doesn’t hurt anyone else.” 


As the reporter nods sympathetically, Tony has to hold himself back from hurling the remote at the 
television. He’ll never hear the end of it from Pepper if he does that again. 


Staring at Ross’s ugly face as he yaps on about duty or something, Tony can’t help but be 
reminded of the horror on Peter’s face every time he brought the man up in conversation. 


In fact, it was the knowledge that Ross backed the accords that finally got Peter to refuse to fight in 
Germany. 


Without a second thought, Tony shoots up from his seat on the couch. He has a kid to find. 


Peter’s stomach churns with anxiety as Tony Stark plops himself down onto one of the rickety 
kitchen chairs as if it’s the most normal thing in the world. 


“You’re sure you just want to talk?” Steve asks, subtly pulling Bucky closer to him. “Tf this is 
about the accords-” 


“T trust that you know you’re in some pretty hot water,” Tony addresses Peter, ignoring Steve’s 
protests. “I also couldn’t help but notice that it’s Ross that put you in this position.” 


“What can I say?” Peter grumbles, his eyes downcast. “He’s always been an asshole.” 


“You didn’t kill him?” Tony asks, running a hand through the pile of LEGOs on the table in front 
of him. “Westcott?” 


“Get your fucking hands off of those,” Bucky growls, glaring daggers at the man. 
Tony quirks an eyebrow before complying with the order, only to stare expectantly at Peter. 


“T didn’t kill him,” Peter admits slowly, glancing over at Bucky’s unreadable expression. “I can’t 
say that I wouldn’t have, though. He was... also an asshole.” 


Tony hums in acknowledgement. “I'll take your word for it, kid.” 
“That can’t be it,” Steve accuses, crossing his arms. “What else do you want from him?” 


“T just want to help!” Tony exclaims in a strained voice. “I thought that leaving you alone would 
keep you safe.” 


“The best thing you can do is let us take him away,” Bucky says coldly, locking eyes with the 
billionaire. “He’s not safe here, none of us are. We don’t all have expert legal teams, Stark.” 


“Look, just give me a few days,” Tony says. “I can’t promise you anything, but since Peter never 
signed the accords, I'll see if I can get Ross to drop the charges against Spider-Man.” 


Hope swells in Peter’s chest, but he immediately pushes it down. The offer is way too good to be 
true, so there’s no reason for him to get his hopes up. 


“Thank you,” Steve breathes, standing as if a huge weight was just lifted off of his shoulders. 
“Seriously, Tony. That would be amazing.” 


“T’m not doing it for you,” Tony snaps, scowling petulantly. “I’m doing it for the kid.” 
“Still, we’re all grateful,” Steve says, forcing himself to meet the billionaire’s gaze. 


Tony huffs, glancing around the room. “I... don’t want to make a big deal of it,” he starts slowly, 
turning toward Peter. “I know I might not exactly have an accurate impression of the Manchurian 


Candidate over there, but if you ever feel unsafe, let me know. You don’t have to stay here for lack 
of a better option.” 


Peter frowns. “I’m good,” he says awkwardly. “I like it here.” 


“Alright, at least let me get you a better LEGO set than that one. I don’t know where you got it, but 
it has to go. There are like three pieces here, kid.” 


The sheer misery on Bucky’s face as the apartment falls silent is enough to break Peter’s heart. 


“T like that one,” Peter chokes out, locking eyes with Steve, who seems equally distressed about 
Bucky’s emotional state. “It’s perfect.” 


“Okay,” Tony concedes, a strange expression on his face. “I take it that my appearance interrupted 
the process of building it.” 


Peter nods slowly, unsure of where the man’s going. 


“Do you want to finish it?” Tony asks simply, gesturing to the seat next to him. “I could never say 
no to some LEGO action.” 


“Tt’s- I don’t know,” Peter chokes out, glancing at Bucky. “I was going to show Steve and Bucky 
how to put it together. They’ ve never used LEGOs.” 


Tony clutches his chest in mock horror. “Never played with LEGOs? Get over here, Cap, you’ re 
long overdue for some education. The age recommendation is four to ninety-nine, but I suppose we 
can make an exception for you fossils.” 


Bucky and Steve exchange a long glance before they awkwardly shuffle toward the kitchen table, 
and Peter sinks down into his own chair. 


“Peter said that these are the instructions,” Bucky says gruffly as he grasps the leaflet. 


Steve nods in agreement as he leans over to look at the paper in Bucky’s hands. “There aren't any 
words here,” he observes. “Do you just build what the pictures show you to?” 


“Yeah,” Peter says, trying his best not to reveal just how excited he is to build a LEGO set with 
superheroes. “We already put together the mini figure, so now we just have to do the motorcycle.” 


Bucky subconsciously grasps the LEGO figure in the palm of his hand as he nods. 


“T bet Barnes isn’t any happier than I am about the ass, huh?” Tony asks, a mischievous glint in his 
eyes. 


Steve’s face goes red, but to everyone’s surprise, Bucky snorts. “It is inaccurate.” 


“Buck!” Steve exclaims, a mortified expression painting his face as the rest of the table falls into 
laughter. “I- God, I don’t even know what to say.” 


“Okay,” Peter starts, desperate to change the subject. “It says to start with this long piece.” 
The three adults all scramble to grab the piece from the middle, but Bucky inevitably gets to it first. 
“Here!” he exclaims, grinning triumphantly. “What’s next?” 


Peter’s practically speechless, bewildered by the sudden change in dynamic. “Uh, these smaller 


pieces go on top,” he instructs slowly, cringing as the mad brawl to grab the pieces starts all over. 


“This is a really inconvenient way to do this,” Tony points out, but he’s silenced by a sharp glare 
from Steve. 


“You click them together,” Peter tells Bucky, ignoring Tony and Steve’s squabble. “Here- oh!” 


The table quiets at Peter’s exclamation, but he’s too excited to be self-conscious. “It comes with 
stickers!” 


“What?” Steve asks, his eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Like the kind with pictures on them?” 
Instead of answering, Peter grabs the box from the counter and fishes around for the sheet. 
To Tony’s credit, he manages to hide his reaction to the splatters of blood fairly well. 


“Look,” Peter says as he holds the stickers up for Steve to see. “This one is for your shield, and 
these go on the sides of the motorcycle!” 


“They go on the bricks,” Bucky realizes. “That’s interesting.” 


Peter smiles, pressing a small disc into Bucky’s hand. “Here, put the shield sticker on here. It’s 
cool, the mini Steve will be able to hold it and everything!” 


Bucky accepts the sticker sheet and applies the sticker with the utmost attention. 
“Here, you guys can do the other ones,” Peter offers, not wanting Tony or Steve to be left out. 
Tony smirks. “Thanks, kid, but it’s fine-” 


He’s silenced as Peter practically hurls the bricks at him and Steve. “They go there,” Peter says, a 
shit-eating grin spread across his face. 


Steve sighs dramatically before complying, and Tony reluctantly does the same. 
By the time they’ re finally finished, the remaining tension is already beginning to settle. 


Bucky pushes the motorcycle around on the table, enthralled by the small machine. Peter chuckles 
beside him, and it’s not until Bucky’s finally reduced himself to making motorcycle noises with his 
mouth that Tony pulls Steve aside. 


“T really am sorry, you know,” he admits, turning the LEGO shield over in his hands. “If we 
weren’t under such a strict deadline, I’d like to think that we would have been able to come to a 
better compromise.” 


“You did what you thought was right at the time,” Steve says, his gaze dropping to the floor. 
“That’s all any of us can do. It’s all that any of us should do.” 


“T looked into pardoning you guys,” Tony admits, piquing the interest of the entire table. “Mainly 
because I wanted the others out of the raft, but I guess you took care of that.” 


Steve laughs sheepishly, but Tony’s grave expression doesn’t falter. 


“My point is, ’m trying. I really am, it’s just so difficult to find a legal basis for a pardon after you 
broke the accords. No, you did the waltz with those papers as your dance floor.” 


Steve frowns. “I’m not going to apologize for doing what I had to in order to ensure Bucky’s safety, 
you know that.” 


“T’m not asking you to,” Tony says quickly. “I’m just trying to explain why it’s taken this long.” 
“Oh, Tony,” Steve breathes, his expression softening. “You don’t owe us anything.” 


Tony smirks, awkwardly picking at his nails. “I know. I’m just trying to... how did you say it? Do 
what I think is right.” 


“Focus on Peter right now,” Steve instructs softly, knowing deep down that Peter will be able to 
hear him anyway. “We can all take care of ourselves, but he’s just a kid. He shouldn’t have to.” 


“Will do, Captain,” Tony smirks, raising his hand in a mock salute. “I see why you like him, he’s a 
good kid.” 


Steve’s jaw drops in horror. “Oh, no. I know that look, Tony.” 
“What?” Tony asks innocently. “I don’t know what you’ re talking about.” 


“You’re not taking the kid to waste away with you in the lab,” Steve scoffs, grinning triumphantly 
when Tony frowns in defeat. 


“Why? He’d love it!” Tony exclaims, gesturing to the kid in the other room. “He makes his own 
web shooters and web fluid, imagine what he could do in a real lab!” 


“Where was this enthusiasm the first time you met him? Steve asks, an eyebrow raised. “From the 
little that ’ ve heard, you weren’t this enthusiastic.” 


“Different context,” Tony dismisses, ignoring the judgement that momentarily flashes in Steve’s 
eyes. “Just- think it over, will you? I know you’ re not my biggest fan right now, but that kid 
deserves the world.” 


“He does,” Steve agrees softly, allowing his gaze to drift back to Peter, who’s still fooling around 
with the LEGO motorcycle. “We'll talk about it.” 


“Good,” Tony smirks. “Lay low, talk it over, whatever. I'll figure this out.” 


The LEGO motorcycle does an adequate job of distracting Peter from his own festering rage for a 
little bit, but as soon as Tony leaves, his mind begins to spiral again. 


He generally likes to give people the benefit of the doubt whenever he can. People are complicated, 
doing bad things is just a part of life sometimes. Peter’s heart aches every time he’s patrolling as 
Spider-Man and he can catch the resignation in the criminal’s eyes when they catch sight of his 
masked face. 


Good people can do bad things. Bucky is living proof of that, even if his case is a pretty dramatic 
example. That’s why it’s impossible for him to harbor negative feelings toward most of the people 
he comes into contact with. 


Thaddeus Ross, though? 


If Peter was holding a gun to the man’s head, he can’t honestly say that he’d have the mental 
strength to keep himself from pulling the trigger. 


The same goes for the winged man, of course, but at least he’s a criminal. Ross is just an asshole 
with a shit ton of power. 


Bucky shifts on the couch next to him, but Peter’s too lost in his own thoughts to do anything but 
flinch at the sudden movement. 


Over the days, he’s been replaying the events of Gwen’s death in his head over and over. At first, it 
seems like it’s just some sick method of self-punishment, and maybe that’s what it started out as. 
However, the longer he thinks about it, the more he’s certain about one thing: Ross was in the 
doorway when Gwen fell. 


Peter would know those shoes anywhere. 


Of course, that doesn’t mean that Ross had anything to do with it, but the fact that he lied about 
something so trivial leaves a bad taste in Peter’s mouth. He figures he shouldn’t be surprised, 
seeing as the man’s lied about petty things countless other times, but this is way more important 
than him missing a Decathlon meet. 


It’s probably nothing, but that won’t stop Peter from hating the selfish bastard. 


The fact that the man was able to take advantage of him one last time before vanishing from his 
life completely feels like more of a slap in the face than it should. 


“What are you thinking about?” Bucky asks softly, tearing Peter from his internal dilemma. 
Peter shakes his head quickly, trying his best to feign nonchalance. “Nothing, why?” 


“You have the same look on your face that Steve used to wear when people picked on him for 
being a runt,” Bucky chuckles before affixing Peter with a serious glare. “Something’s going on in 
that head of yours.” 


“Tt’s fine,” Peter assures him. “Nothing’s wrong.” 
“Bullshit,” Steve deadpans from the kitchen. “You’re upset about something. Is it Tony?” 


“Ross,” Peter corrects, sinking lower into the scratchy couch cushions. As soon as the complaint 
leaves his mouth, he braces himself to be scolded for being ungrateful, but Bucky just frowns 
sympathetically. 


It’s still bizarre to Peter that he’s allowed to voice his opinions without a second thought. He 
doesn’t know if he’ Il ever be able to get used to a life that doesn’t require him to agonize over 
every tiny decision he makes. 


“That reminds me,” Steve starts gently, sending a jolt of panic down Peter’s spine. “Did Ross ever 
control your food intake?” 


Bucky stiffens next to him, but Peter’s too busy trying to ignore his own growing dread to pay him 
any mind. He knew this day was coming. 


“Only the normal amount,” he admits softly. 
Steve’s jaw drops. He tries to respond, but for some reason, he’s speechless. 
“The normal amount?” Bucky prods gently, his tone low. 


Peter frowns, humiliated by the direction that the conversation is going. “Yeah... I eat a lot. The 


grocery bill adds up pretty quickly.” 


Internally, the familiar excuse sends rage pounding through Peter’s mind. Ross was never the one 
paying the grocery bill, but that didn’t stop him from being a controlling asshole. 


Making Peter’s life a living hell because he could seems to have become one of the man’s favorite 
pastimes. 


“Do I eat too much here?” Peter adds quickly, his throat tightening in horror. “I can stop, ’'m sorry. 
I should be more careful-” 


“No!” Steve cuts him off once he finally finds his voice. “I- that’s not why I asked.” 
Silence falls over the room as Peter tries desperately to get his breathing under control. 


“When Bucky came back... uh, last night,” Steve starts gently. “Did you think that you were in 
trouble for eating? You- the expression on your face when...” 


Steve trails off, carefully making his way over to the couch to wrap a protective arm around 
Bucky, who seems like he’s seconds away from bursting into tears. 


“No!” Peter exclaims, horrified by the expression on Bucky’s face. “I- you’d never. I know that.” 


“You were scared,” Bucky whispers gently. “It’s okay, I understand that it can be difficult to think 
rationally in that kind of situation. If you feel unsafe-” 


“T feel safe with you!” Peter says truthfully, unconsciously scooting closer to the man. “I promise.” 


“You’re allowed to eat,” Steve says, his eyes sparkling with an emotion that Peter can’t quite 
place. “I’m sorry that it took us this long to realize what was going on.” 


Peter blushes, dropping his gaze to the floor. “You’ve been busy,” he dismisses. “It’s fine.” 
“Tt’s not fine.” 


Bucky’s voice is tight as he spits the statement out, but before Peter can argue, Steve cuts him off 
with a glance. 


“Tt- we had an idea. Well, I had an idea,” Steve stutters. “This might not fix everything, but I’ve 
been doing some reading, and I think it might help you.” 


Peter furrows his brows, and when Steve procures a small fanny pack from seemingly nowhere, his 
confusion is hardly lifted. 


“You should be flattered, kid,” Bucky jokes, forcing a smile onto his face. “Stevie worked very 
hard to search the interwebs for things that might make you more comfortable.” 


“Internet, Buck,” Steve corrects as he absentmindedly cards his hands through the man’s hair. 


Peter’s too fixated on Bucky’s statement to even pretend to be amused by the misnomer. “Thank 
you, Steve,” he says softly, eyeing the bag with caution. From the back, it seems to be a plain 
white bag, and Peter can’t for the life of him figure out what it could be for. Maybe there’s 
something inside the bag? 


“T read on a website that food insecurity can be relatively common among foster kids,” Steve says 
sheepishly. “Of course, if that asshole- er, Ross regulated your food intake, it would make sense 


that food isn’t a reliable constant in your perspective.” 
Peter nods slowly as he shifts his gaze between Steve and Bucky, desperate to assess the situation. 


“Steve, you’re scaring him,” Bucky says gruffly, placing a gentle hand on the kid’s shoulder. 
“Basically, the idea is you keep some food in this ugly-ass bag, so you know that you can have it 
whenever you want.” 


Steve splutters, a red blush creeping down his neck. “It’s not ugly!” he exclaims. “Tony said it’s 
one of those Star-Wars things that you like. I thought I did a good job.” 


Peter’s confused for a second, but when he grabs the bag from Steve’s hands, his heart melts. 
Instead of being a plain white fanny pack like Peter assumed, the front is printed to look like R2D2. 


“T love it,” Peter whispers, staring at the bag in awe. “He’s- I love R2D2! He’s objectively the best 
droid in the entire franchise.” 


“This thing is a robot?” Bucky asks, running a careful finger over the picture. “I still don’t 
understand. It doesn’t seem like it would be able to do much.” 


Peter scowls, clutching the bag protectively to his chest. “R2D2 is awesome! We have to watch the 
movies, I can’t have you badmouthing my son in this way.” 


“Kid, I know you’re joking, but we’re way too young to be grandparents,” Steve gasps, an 
expression of horror on his face. “Don’t scare me like that.” 


“Please,” Bucky chuckles. “You’re, what? One hundred and six?” 


Steve smacks Bucky’s flesh arm playfully. “So are you, jerk. Anyway, I put some food in there,” 
he says, directing Peter’s attention back to the bag in his hands. “It’s mainly granola bars, but I 
didn’t know what you like. If there’s something specific that you want-” 


“Granola bars are fine!” Peter exclaims, shuddering at the idea of asking for more food. 
“Seriously, this is great. Thank you.” 


Bucky grimaces, but when Peter looks over at him, he quickly disguises his expression as a smile. 
“No problem, Peter. I really am sorry for scaring you.” 


Peter frowns. “No, I’m sorry. It was my fault that you turned back into- I mean, that you got into 
that headspace in the first place.” 


“No,” Bucky rasps, looking as if he had just gotten shot. “Kid, nothing about that was your fault.” 


Peter nods, not quite convinced, but the ringer of his cell phone echoes through the apartment 
before he has a chance to argue. 


“Fuck,” he curses, scrambling to find his phone and turn it off. “My phone’s been blowing up all 
day. It’s like all of these assholes that I barely know from school suddenly think that I care about 
what they have to say-” 


When he finally finds his phone, he’s met with numerous text messages from Ned, and an 
incoming call from Wanda. 


Making a mental note to text Ned back later, he turns to the two men in the living room. “It’s 
Wanda, should I answer?” 


“Yeah,” Steve says lightly as Bucky vigorously shakes his head. 
Peter chuckles as he accepts the call. “Hey, Wanda. We’re okay.” 


“Thank fucking God,” she grumbles. “Do you know how long I’ve spent trying to reach you? Are 
you on the run? What’s-” 


“Everything’s fine,” Steve calls from the living room, and Peter scurries to give the phone to him 
so he can explain the situation. “Stark came over and told us to lay low. He said he’s trying to find 
a loophole or something in the Accords so he can get us all pardoned.” 


“That’s... sweet of him,” Wanda says slowly. “Did he seem alright?” 


Steve chuckles. “I mean, as alright as that man ever is. He seemed stressed, but I guess that makes 
sense. He’s obviously working himself very hard.” 


“That makes sense,” Wanda remarks. “I’m just glad he didn’t try to kill you or anything, really.” 


“Seemed like he was seconds away from doing just that,” Bucky grumbles from where he’s nestled 
beside Steve. 


Steve scowls playfully. “Oh, shut up. Besides, he’s had a rough few months. First Rhodey, now 
moving day...” 


“Moving day?” Peter asks, the gears in his head beginning to turn. There’s something familiar 
about that phrase, but he can’t quite put his finger on it. 


“Stark is moving everything to a compound upstate,” Wanda explains. “It’s obviously been quite 
the hassle, and for obvious reasons, there aren’t as many people around to help him as usual.” 


“Serves him right,” Bucky mumbles, warranting a light groan from Steve. 
Peter frowns. He’s heard something about that, but he can’t remember from where. 
When the idea finally hits him, he gasps in horror. 


“What is it?” Steve asks, but the blood pulsing in Peter’s ears is too loud for him to pay the man 
any mind. 


“Moving day,” Peter whimpers, practically leaping from his seat on the couch to search for his 
Spider-Man suit. “It’s- the winged guy! On the ferry he said something about a moving day, this 
has to be it!” 


Bucky’s eyebrows furrow. “Woah, slow down-” 

Before he can finish the thought, Peter’s frantically pulling on his Spider-Man suit. 
“You can’t go out in that!” Steve exclaims. “It’s not safe.” 

“T’m sorry.” 


Expertly dodging both pairs of hands as they try to grab him, Peter grabs the fanny pack from the 
couch. Hastily shoving extra capsules of web fluid inside as he clips it around his waist, he shoots 
an apologetic glance at the two supersoldiers. 


“Peter, please,” Bucky begs. “We’ll go with you, just give us a second to come up with a plan. You 


can’t go in there blind-” 


“They already know my face,” Peter whispers. “I can’t let everyone down now that they know 
who I am. If I don’t go, people will die.” 


Peter can hear the two men shuffling to get up and grab their tactical gear, but deep down, he 
knows that he has to go. 


He doesn’t have a second to spare, and it doesn’t make any sense for them to practically broadcast 
Steve and Bucky’s presence to the entirety of New York. 


Peter’s life may already be ruined, but he can’t drag them down with him. Besides, he doesn’t need 
help anyway. 


With a heavy heart, Peter sprints out the front door and locks his gaze onto a window that’s free 
from boards. He does his best to ignore the shouts that follow him as he leaps out into New York, 
mentally preparing himself for a frantic search. 


The realization that he has no leads and might get arrested before he even finds the man he’s 
looking for only reinforces the idea that he’s made the right choice by not allowing Steve and 
Bucky to follow. 


“Let’s do this, Spider-Man,” Peter whispers to himself, silently praying that he’ll be able to find the 
winged guy before it’s too late. 


He has to save New York, but more importantly, this could finally be the day that Gwen’s death is 
avenged. 


It’s taken him long enough. 
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Chapter 21 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The familiar sensation of wind whipping his face through the barrier of his cloth mask would 
probably be comforting if Peter wasn’t seconds away from crying. 


For a second, the weight of the fanny pack around his waist sends him into a spiral of panic. After 
all, if Spider-Man was seen wearing a Star Wars bag, Peter would never be able to use the bag in 
public. 


The realization that there’s no longer any reason to pretend that Peter Parker and Spider-Man aren’t 
one and the same does little to calm his racing heart. 


Trying his best to ignore the internal panic that’s threatening to crush him, Peter keeps swinging, 
his eyes carefully scanning the ground beneath him. 


Rationally, it wouldn’t make sense for him to randomly find the winged guy on the street, but the 
white noise that’s clouding Peter’s thoughts makes it pretty hard to concentrate. Anyway, the 
‘searching blindly’ technique worked for Aaron Davis, so Peter keeps going. 


After a suspiciously short amount of time, Peter feels an unmistakable jolt of electricity, and the 
buzzing in his ears suddenly goes silent. 


He can hear everything. It’s overwhelming, and for a second, he almost wishes that the muffling 
buzz that he’s become used to over the months would come back. Three blocks away, a metal chair 
scrapes against concrete. He can hear honking coming from what seems to be every intersection in 
Queens, and even the electrical hum of the traffic lights above each intersection is unbearable. 


His attention flits between the countless conversations within his earshot, and it’s just too much to 
process. It’s hopeless, there’s no way that he’ll be able to pick out one specific stimulus in the 
chaotic symphony of sound. 


In-between the bark of a dog five streets over and the sneeze of a child down the block, he finally 
catches it. There, for a split second, he can hear the faint sound of mechanical wings whirring 
somewhere a few blocks away. 


Without giving so much as a second thought to the reason that the man is out in the middle of the 
day, Peter changes direction midair, hurling himself toward the source of the buzzing. Deep down, 
he might perceive the sheer stupidity of his actions. By throwing himself into a fight that he’s 
utterly unprepared for, he’s absolutely putting himself in danger, but the bone-deep exhaustion that 
he’s harbored for as long as he can remember makes it almost impossible for Peter to care. 


He has to get the job done. That’s all that matters at this point. 


Peter rounds the corner, and for a terrifying second, he doesn’t see anything. He scans the ground 
below, but besides the regular bustle of people and cars, there’s nothing there. 


Just as he’s beginning to panic, a glimmer of light catches his eye. 


Peter’s gaze snaps up to the sky, and in the distance, he finally catches sight of the man. He’s 
soaring through the air, his confident flight path indicating that he has a clear destination, and Peter 


tears after him without a second thought. 


Pure anticipation makes Peter’s limbs tingle as he touches down in front of a warehouse, taking 
care not to be noticed by the man. 


This is it, he’s standing in front of the place that was used to build and sell illegal weapons. The 
only thing between him and Gwen’s killer is a concrete wall, and Peter plans to show this man 
exactly what happens to people who murder innocent civillians. 


Before he can think too hard about exactly why it was so easy for him to find the warehouse, Peter 
bursts in, his eyes frantically scanning every inch of the unfamiliar building. 


“Spider-Man,” a voice echoes, making Peter whirl around in shock. “You actually came.” 
Slowly, a middle-aged man rounds the corner, and Peter freezes. 


His cold blue eyes pierce Peter’s skin, tearing violently at his insides as he tries his best to hold in 
the bile that’s creeping its way up his throat. 


“Peter, is it?” the man continues, chuckling cruelly as Peter shudders. “Secretary Ross really did us 
all a favor, didn’t he? I mean, unmasking the masked menace isn’t a small feat-” 


“You’re the menace,” Peter growls, taking a shaky step toward the man. “I’m just trying to stop 
you before this gets out of hand. Tell me where you got the supplies for those weapons.” 


The man chuckles. “You know, this is what I despise about you.” 


Subtly, the wingsuit takes off on its own, but Peter barely has to move to dodge it. His head whirls 
around, trying to track the flight path of the wings, but the man smirks before he can. 


Peter flinches as a cold hand claps down on his shoulder. The touch burns, but when Peter tries to 
pull away, he can’t. He’s stuck. 


The fact that the same hand was responsible for pulling the trigger of the gun that fired the bullet 
that brought Gwen’s life to an abrupt and premature end is the only thing that Peter can think 
about. 


“You don’t know when to stop,” the man continues, nestling his fingers deeper into Peter’s 
collarbone. “You have guts, I gotta give you that, but you have a nasty habit of sticking your nose 
into places that it doesn’t belong.” 


“You have a nasty habit of murdering children,” Peter retorts, trying his best to quell the surge of 
anger that arises with the acknowledgement of the terrible act. “I can’t just let you kill innocent 
people.” 


Peter winces as he can sense the wings barely missing his body as it brushes behind him. A voice 
in the back of his head screams at him to do something, to get out of here because something’s 
obviously going to happen, but Peter’s feet are practically rooted to the ground. 


The man scoffs. “Don’t tell me you’re still hung up on that. She was- what, seventeen? She was 
just your foster sister, It was only a matter of time until she was out of your life for good.” 


Peter gapes at the statement. “Just my foster sister?” he chokes out, genuinely astonished at what 
he’s just heard. ““That’s completely different. You have to understand how those scenarios are 
different.” 


“Tt’s not like a portion of this isn’t on you,” the man shrugs. “You were the one who insisted on 
sticking your nose into my business over and over.” 


Peter’s stomach lurches at the note of humor in the man’s voice. 


“T am sorry about her,” he concedes, paying Peter’s rage no mind. “Still, having a family does 
sometimes have its... inconveniences. I mean, of course I love them to pieces. You can see that I’d 
do anything for them, but it seems almost freeing that you don’t have anyone that you have to take 
care of. No mouths to feed, mortgages to pay off, or homecoming dresses to buy. Just the good ol’ 
web-slinger and his baddies, right?” 


“What?” Peter protests, a sob threatening to tear itself from his lungs. “I don’t-” 


“T don’t have that luxury,” the man continues, his forehead wrinkling as he scowls. “I do all of this 
for my family, Peter. That’s what you don’t understand about this situation. I’m not the one that’s 
being selfish here.” 


As much as Peter tries to hide it, he suddenly can’t help but feel small. “Is this what they’d want?” 
he asks, unconsciously lowering his voice. “What would they think if they saw you now?” 


“T hope that they’d see their dad doing whatever it takes to put food on the table,” he says, a 
dangerous glint in his eyes. “Anyway, that’s beside the point.” 


He curls his outstretched hand into a fist, and like magic, the wings screech to a halt midair and 
return obediently to the man. 


“T have to say, you’re a pretty good kid,” the man continues, his expression unreadable as he pulls 
the wings onto his shoulders. “I’m sorry, Peter.” 


As desperately as he tries, Peter can’t figure out what on Earth he’s apologizing for. He’s made it 
pretty fucking clear that Gwen’s death was Peter’s fault, so there has to be something that he’s not 
catching. 


“You haven’t even touched me,” he chuckles nervously, eyeing the menacing mechanical wings 
that are now attached to the man’s back. 


“No,” the man agrees, glancing over his shoulder and smirking as he slowly stalks away. “I’m 
afraid you’re not the only one who’s been stalling, Spider-Man.” 


Peter’s brows furrow in confusion, but by the time he finally figures out what’s going on, it’s too 
late. 


The man soars into the sky just as the final support beam in the basement collapses, and the entire 
building tumbles down onto Peter’s frail form. 


Peter Parker doesn’t like being tickled. 


Ever since he was a child, he’s despised the strange sensation of soft fingers running up and down 
the most sensitive areas of his body. There are the memories, of course, but there’s more to it than 
just what Skip did. 


He’s always hated it. Well, at least he has for as long as he can remember. 


It almost feels like drowning. He’s gasping for air, but none comes, and his lungs are left burning. 
Dread and pressure squeeze his insides until it feels like Peter’s about to burst. 


This is about a thousand times worse. 


Slabs of concrete press down on his body from all sides, and Peter’s breath comes in shuddering 
gasps. 


When he’s finally able to force his eyes open, his vision is blurry. The fact that Peter can’t see 
more than three feet from his face probably stems from the sudden lack of oxygen that’s getting to 
his brain, but the hot tears that are quickly pooling in his eyes definitely aren’t helping the 
situation. 


It’s impossible to concentrate on anything but the excruciating pain that his entire body is in. 


The rough concrete scrapes harshly against his skin as Peter forces his limbs to push him, 
desperately trying to wriggle his way out from under the pile. 


Suddenly, the entire pile shifts, and Peter freezes. 
The realization that he could die here hits him like a freight train. 


If the pile falls again, Peter’s going to be crushed. A piece of concrete could fall on his head or 
neck, and that would be it. His head would burst open like a watermelon against the hard floor, and 
someone would eventually have to scrape his brains off of the rubble. 


For a whisper of a moment, he can’t help but wonder if that would be such a bad thing. 
That’s when he catches sight of the small white lump that’s lying on the ground in front of him. 


Shakily, Peter exhales, and his vision clears the slightest bit as his eyes focus on the object. Despite 
the overwhelming terror that’s pounding through his entire body, Peter can’t help but let out a 
pained sob as the image of R2D2 stares cheerfully up at him. 


He’d forgotten that he even brought the stupid fanny pack. 


God, he’s such an idiot. Peter should have listened to Bucky when he asked him to wait, there’s no 
way that he and Steve would have just stood there and let the man drop a fucking building on 
them. 


Actually, Peter probably should have seen this coming. With his track record, it was only a matter 
of time before something happened to their makeshift family. 


At least this time he wouldn’t be left to pick up the pieces. 


“Help!” Peter yells desperately, but pretty much all hope of survival leaves him when the cry just 
echoes uselessly through the fallen building. “Please, anyone! I- I’m stuck, please-” he chokes out 
as sobs shake his small form, making his body press painfully against the slabs of concrete that are 
squeezing the air out of his lungs. 


He has to get out. There’s no one to help him, and if he stays here for much longer, he’s never 
going to leave. 


“Come on, Spider-Man,” Peter grunts through gritted teeth, mentally preparing himself to lift an 
entire building off of his injured body. 


Well, either do that or die trying. 


“C’mon, not here. Spider-Man...” Peter continues, coughing as the world slowly begins to go dark 
around him. 


“Peter?” 
Peter gasps as the frantic voice rings through his ears. “Hello?” 


For a horrifying second, there’s no answer, and his heart sinks. He’s heard of people hallucinating 
in the minutes before death, but the voice is so vivid. Peter could swear that there’s someone else 
here. 


“Hold on,” the voice yells, pulling Peter from his spiral of panic. “Stay still, we’re getting you out 
of here.” 


Despite the situation, Peter’s heart swells in relief. The voice is unmistakably Bucky’s, and that 
meant safety. 


That’s all that Peter’s panic-addled brain can process. 


He can barely stifle a sob as the pressure suddenly relieves itself from his body, and when he tilts 
his head, he’s met with red mist carrying the slabs away. 


“Wanda,” he sighs, saying her name as if it’s a prayer. “I-” 
Before he can finish his thought, the mist engulfs him, and Peter slowly rises up to the street level. 


The sensation of floating is surreal, but Peter’s too exhausted to do anything other than gape as the 
slabs that were just crushing him get further and further away. 


Wanda sets him down, and the second that his feet touch the ground, he’s pulled into a bone- 
crushing hug. 


“What the fuck, Peter,” Bucky whispers meekly, gripping Peter tighter as the boy buries his nose 
into his shoulder. “I was so worried! I can’t believe-” 


“R2D2!” Peter gasps, nearly dropping to his knees in horror. “I- he’s still in there! Bucky, I... oh 
my God.” 


Bucky frowns, a thin line forming between his eyebrows before he grunts in realization. “The 
bag?” 


Peter nods, still leaning heavily on Bucky for support. “I’m sorry, it’s stupid-” 


“No!” Bucky exclaims, effectively cutting Peter’s protests short. “Wanda, do you see a white fanny 
pack down there?” 


Peter’s horrified gaze snaps over to the woman, fully expecting her to scoff at the childish request. 
Instead, she wordlessly floats the dust-covered fanny pack into Peter’s open arms. 


Bucky’s attention instantly focuses back on Peter the instant that the bag is safely in his grasp. 
“Are you okay?” 


The sheer desperation in Bucky’s voice makes Peter’s muscles tense. “I’m fine, Bucky. I promise.” 


When Peter finally pulls away from the hug, Bucky looks like he’s seconds away from crying. 


“Steve tailed your guy,” Bucky chokes out, trying his best to keep his voice monotone. “He said 
he’ ll check in soon- fuck! I... I can’t fuckin’ do this.” 


A small sob makes its way past the man’s lips. “I- you could have died, Peter! I don’t know what 
I'd do with myself- I’m so glad that you’re okay.” 


“T’m right here,” Peter assures him softly. “I’m alright. You got here in time. God, I’m so sorry. 


“He said he’s almost got him,” Bucky continues, subconsciously pulling Peter closer to his side. 
“Here, he gave me this phone so we could communicate...” 


Peter has to suppress a snort when Bucky pulls out an ancient-looking flip phone from the pocket 
of his tactical pants. 


“Oh shit.” 


The serious note in the man’s voice immediately wipes the momentary amusement from Peter’s 
face. “What is it?” 


“Steve has eyes on the suspect, but he’s on a Stark jet,” Bucky gasps, typing furiously on the small 
keypad. “I- he said he’s contacting Tony, but the plane is minutes from taking off, and there’s no 
way that either of them can reach the pilot in time-” 


Before Bucky can even finish his thought, Peter knows what he has to do. He’s already failed once, 
and he can’t let it happen again. 


For the second time in one short evening, Peter soars away, with Bucky’s stern bellow nipping at 
his heels as he swings through the air. 


“What’s your plan?” Wanda asks sharply, easily floating alongside him. “I didn’t come out of 
hiding for you just to throw yourself into this without a second thought. 


Peter blinks in astonishment, but instead of voicing his surprise, he gulps. “I guess Pll... go to the 
plane and stop him?” 


Wanda scowls at his pathetic excuse for a plan. “I'll do you a favor and not tell your dad that you 
just said that,” she says, nodding subtly toward the ground below them. 


“T- he’s not...” Peter stammers, but he’s silenced as the sight of what’s going on beneath their feet 
knocks the air from his lungs. 


While his attention was locked onto Stark Tower, which has been inching closer and closer as Peter 
swings so desperately that it feels like his arms are about to pop out from their sockets, he’s 
completely failed to notice the man sprinting through the streets below. 


Peter doesn’t think he’s ever seen Bucky move so quickly. The man’s speed is nowhere near 
keeping up with theirs, but the sheer exertion on the man’s face is enough to make Peter gasp. 


“Steve’s going to freak out when he finds out that Bucky ran all the way to Stark Tower,” Wanda 
mutters, shaking her head fondly. “I hope you’ re ready for that.” 


“ll take my chances with him once I’ve saved Stark’s jet,” Peter quips, grunting as he flings a 
web at the side of Stark Tower. 


Wanda smirks, but when her eyes dart up to scan the exterior of the building, her face pales. “Peter, 
we’re too late.” 


The words make Peter whirl around from where he’s been watching Bucky approach, and his 
stomach sinks in dread. 


As much as he wants to deny it, to tell her that there must be some way for them to win, he can 
hear it too. The roaring rumble of a jet taking off floors above them. 


Before Peter has time to question himself, he’s desperately scaling the smooth siding of the tower. 


He flinches as the walls above him open to reveal the jet in question, which is already in the 
process of taking off. 


“No!” Wanda calls out sternly, already seeing what Peter’s planning before he even realizes that 
the gears in his head are turning. “Peter, don’t-” 


“There’s no other way,” he whispers, wincing in apology. “I have to.” 


Just when Peter’s about to leap off of the building and onto the side of the jet, the entire plane 
disappears. 


He and Wanda stare at each other in disbelief, and in a moment of desperation, Peter jumps. 


The sensation of wind whipping his face as he free-falls is familiar, yet without the security of a 
building to swing on, it’s completely alien at the same time. 


It’s not until he hears Bucky’s scream of terror that Peter realizes that he’s been falling for too long. 
There’s no invisible jet to catch him. 


Peter shoots a web hopelessly into the blank sky, holding his breath as it soars through the air. It 
flies freely for what feels like a million years, but after what’s actually a few seconds, the web 
pulls taut as it makes contact with the invisible jet. 


Not wasting a second, Peter yanks at the webbing, desperate to get up to the jet before his lifeline 
breaks and he tumbles to his death. 


The rumble of the turbines quickly becomes deafening as Peter climbs closer and closer, settling to 
a dull roar that pounds into his ears as he finally grasps the side of the jet. 


“You’re sure that the cloaking cameras didn’t catch me?” a voice echoes from inside the plane, 
barely audible over the ringing in Peter’s ears. “I swear to God, if this doesn’t work-” 


“It works!” a tiny voice responds, even softer and more difficult for Peter to process than the first. 
“The zero-gravity vacuum seal is stable, and you’ re already inside! I’m telling you, boss, just one 
of those boxes and we’re set for life.” 


Peter winces as he struggles to climb along the outer wall, desperate to get as close as he can to the 
voices. The man that’s in the plane is unmistakably the one with the wings, and Peter’s waited way 
too long to just sit back and let this opportunity slip through his fingers. 


When he gets to the belly of the jet, Peter freezes. Instead of being the solid transparent steel that 
he’s expecting, he’s met with a shimmering panel that’s translucent and purple. 


“What the- you! I thought I told you to leave me the fuck alone.” 


The winged man climbs out of the jet, and as much as Peter despises the man, he can’t help but 
flinch back at the sheer hate behind his snarl. 


“T can’t do that,” Peter sighs, too preoccupied with the task of staying on the jet to keep the 
exhaustion from bleeding into his tone. “You have to understand at this point that this has always 
been way bigger than just you and me.” 


“Shut the fuck up, kid,” the man chuckles, inching closer until he’s hovering in front of Peter’s 
face. “There’s plenty about this that you don’t understand.” 


Peter opens his mouth, desperately scrambling to come up with a retort that doesn’t make him 
sound like a petulant child, but he’s promptly cut off when a sharp wing embeds itself mere 
millimeters from his head. 


He instinctively swings along the side of the jet, swerving to avoid the man’s wings as they 
screech against the metal of the plane. 


“T’ve been doing this for years, and no one’s going to swoop in and tell me how to do my job. Not a 
spandex-wearing freak, not a billionaire that hoards all of the materials of the world for himself, 
and definitely not a snotty-nosed white-collar politician.” 


Peter pauses mid-swing, his breath catching in his throat when he finally processes the man’s 
words. “White-collar politician?” 


A wing swipes harshly through the air, and Peter barely ducks in time to avoid being decapitated. 


“Yeah,” the man scoffs, expertly dodging each web that Peter slings at him. “That Ross asshole 
does me a few tiny favors, and he suddenly feels entitled to ‘political donations?’ I didn’t even kill 
the right fuckin’ kid, why would I give him a cut of my profits?” 


The admission drains the blood from Peter’s face faster than he’d previously thought was possible. 


He can hear each individual beat of each of their hearts, and if he concentrates enough, it feels 
almost as if Peter can feel each individual neuron in his brain scream in agony as shock paralyzes 
him. 


“Ross?” Peter whispers, unable to believe his ears. 


The man furrows his eyebrows. “He was standing right there in the doorway, Peter. I thought you 
would have put two and two together by now.” 


Peter blinks slowly, his breath shuddering as his brain struggles to accept the new reality. “No,” he 
whispers, trying his best to blink away the tears that have already begun to fill his eyes. 


“You don’t like that?” the man teases cruelly. “You didn’t want to believe that America’s family 
man would stand back and watch from afar as his special little girl bleeds out on her bedroom 
floor?” 


Instead of responding, Peter hurls a strand of webbing at the man’s wings, yanking hard once he 
feels the end of the string land on something solid. 


He struggles to keep his hold on the wings, but he’s forced to let go when the man twists, slicing a 
chunk off of the jet with his sharp wings as he evades the boy’s hold. “Hit a bit close to home?” he 
asks, raising an eyebrow. 


“You could say that,” Peter grumbles, leaping out of the way of the man’s new flight path. “Hey, 
watch out-” 


Barely a second after the warning leaves Peter’s lips, the man slams into one of the turbines. The 
metal groans, and Peter watches in horror as the metal cylinder detaches itself from the jet and falls 
to the ground below. 


The man swerves toward him, and Peter swings to avoid being slashed, but even the excitement of 
the constant near-death experiences that come with the title of ‘Spider-Man’ are enough to distract 
Peter from his current situation. 


He’s clinging onto the side of an invisible jet, and now that one of the turbines has been knocked 
out of place, they’re hurling toward the city at full speed. 


“Get out of there!” the voice in the winged man’s ear exclaims. 
The man snarls in response. “I’m not going home empty-handed. I’ve come this far.” 


Peter exhales slowly as the phrase sends a jolt of electricity down his spine. As excruciating as it is 
for him not to follow the man back into the jet, where he’s most likely getting his hands on 
dangerous materials, Peter pulls his focus to the problem at hand. 


If this plane doesn’t turn right now, countless people are going to die. 


Trying his best to ignore the sound of the man rifling through the various crates, Peter shoots a 
web at the opposite wing of the plane, and pulls with all his might. 


His arms burn. 


It’s like the ferry incident all over again. His sore muscles cry out as they strain against the weight 
of the jet, and Peter grits his teeth as he pulls harder. 


He chokes back a scream, and his arms are shaking by the time the jet barely avoids crashing into 
the skyscrapers on the outskirts of New York. 


Peter finally releases the web, staring in horror as the ground gets closer, until he’s practically face 
to face with the sand of Coney Island. 


Bracing for impact, Peter tenses, but the collision never comes. 
He opens his eyes after a few seconds, and Peter gasps in relief as red sparks fill his vision. 
“Peter!” 


Sand fills Peter’s eyes and mouth as he’s carefully dropped onto the ground, but he can’t bring 
himself to focus on anything other than the man running towards his pathetic form. 


“Bucky,” Peter chokes out, struggling to lift his head and look up at the man. “I- oh...” 


Peter trails off as he’s pulled into a rough embrace, and if he didn’t know any better, he could 
swear that the supersoldier’s body is shaking with silent sobs. 


“What the fuck, Peter?” Bucky whispers, cradling the boy close to his chest. “You jumped onto an 
invisible plane! I thought you were going to die!” 


Wanda’s heavy breathing is practically ear-splitting, and Steve’s footfalls as he sprints over to the 


beach are almost deafening, but the sheer desperation in Bucky’s voice makes the overwhelming 
noise fade into the background. 


Before Peter can respond, the sound of feet shuffling behind them tears his attention away. 
“This isn’t over.” 


Peter whirls around at the familiar boom of the winged man’s voice, but the sight that he’s met 
with sends horror spiralling through Peter’s entire being. 


His wings are on fire. 


“You'll pay for this, you little shit. Just wait and see-” he snarls, coughing as he inches towards the 
boy. 


Bucky takes a protective step in between them, obviously intent on ensuring Peter’s safety before 
warning the other man of his impending doom, but Peter’s stomach drops at the sight of the sparks. 


He rushes past Bucky and grabs the man’s legs, holding on for dear life. 


“I’m trying to help you!” Peter exclaims tearfully as the man thrashes, still obviously trying to fly 
away with his armful of spare parts. “Please just cooperate with me!” 


The fire’s spreading, and in a sudden wave of desperation, Peter yanks the man down to the ground 
just in time for the wingsuit to explode, sending debris flying in all directions. 


Someone screams, Peter’s not entirely sure who, but he finally comes back to reality when he’s 
met with Bucky’s warm touch. Surprisingly, instead of shying away, Peter’s first instinct is to lean 
into the warm embrace that the man pulls him into as soon as he’s confident that the boy isn’t 
injured. 


“Tm... sorry,” Peter apologizes weakly, coughing as he wriggles his way out of Bucky’s grasp to 
look around the beach. ““Where’s the guy?” 


Peter’s question hangs in the air for a second, but when he locks eyes with Wanda, she nods to a 
spot on the ground. 


Sure enough, the man is lying in a heap, trapped underneath some of the rubble. 


Peter can’t help but be reminded of the position he was in just a few hours ago. He was just as 
helpless, buried under multiple tons of concrete as his cries for help landed on deaf ears. 


After a moment, he shakes the thought from his head, groaning to himself as the movement sends 
him into another dizzy spell. 


“Help me get him out,” he instructs Wanda, already rushing to the man’s aid. “I- can you lift the 
scraps? They’re heavy, and I-” 


Before Peter can finish the request, the pieces of metal are floating in the air, and Wanda’s face is 
adorned with an unreadable expression. 


“We have to go,” Steve pants, skidding to a halt behind Peter. “I can call Tony now, but we can’t 
be here when the police arrive.” 


Peter wants to argue, but even he can hear the sirens echoing through the streets, gradually getting 
closer. 


“Okay,” Peter agrees softly, glancing down at the unconscious man on the ground. “Just- hold on 
for a second.” 


They stand in silence as Peter secures the man to the ground with an abundance of webbing, 
internally revelling at the state of helplessness that Gwen’s killer is in. 


When he’s finally finished, Wanda rests a grounding hand on his shoulder, and offers him a 
reassuring smile. “Ready?” 


Peter nods subtly, still struggling to process the events of the night. 


“Let’s go,” he agrees, passively allowing Bucky to lead him back to the apartment while Steve and 
Wanda follow close behind. 
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Chapter 22 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Peter’s heart is still racing hours after they lock the solid apartment door behind them. 


“It’s alright, Peter. You did a good job, please just relax,” Bucky’s soft voice assures him, the 
man’s grip tightening around his shoulders as Peter’s shaking just becomes more dramatic. 


“Listen to him, Pete,” Wanda calls absentmindedly from the kitchen, where she’s busy slicing 
peppers and combining spices. 


Peter tries to relax, he really does, but Steve’s voice carrying in from the other room makes it 
impossible for the tension to leave his body. 


“No, we’re all fine!” Steve exclaims, the closed door doing nothing to muffle his protests as he 
argues with Tony on the phone. “We’re back at the apartment, It’s...” 


He pauses, and Peter flinches as an almighty groan tears itself from deep inside Steve’s throat. 
Whatever the two men are discussing, it must not be good. 


“Look,” Steve continues, the exasperation in his tone growing by the second. “No- don’t come 
over here, attention is the last thing we need. Everything’s okay, there’s no need-” 


Peter nestles deeper beside Bucky, and the pair trade a knowing glance. It’s becoming increasingly 
obvious that Tony’s coming to pay them another visit. 


Steve hangs up with a huff and storms back into the living room, where Peter and Bucky both try 
their best to pretend that their enhanced hearing didn’t pick up the tense phone call. 


“Tony’s coming?” Bucky asks, gently carding his metal hand through Peter’s curls as he breaks the 
silence. “Is he upset about the plane?” 


The tentative question sends Peter into a spiral of panic, and even as Steve shakes his head, the boy 
can’t help but feel uneasy. After all, any rational person would be upset over a crashed jet. 


“No one’s mad at you, you know,” Steve tells Peter as he settles next to Bucky on the couch. “Oh, 
and the police apprehended your guy. His name’s Adrian Toomes.” 


Bucky sighs in relief at the information, and tears prick Peter’s eyes as he smiles. 


After all this time, he doesn’t have to worry anymore. It’s like a huge weight has been lifted off of 
Peter’s chest, and he honestly has no idea what to do with himself. 


“Thank you,” he whispers, forcing himself to make eye contact with Steve. 


Bucky’s expression softens at Peter’s tone. “It was all you, kid. You don’t have anyone to thank 
but yourself.” 


“We’re all here to help you,” Wanda assures him, wordlessly making the bubbling pot on the stove 
stir itself as she makes her way to the couch and ruffles Peter’s hair fondly. “Asking for help isn’t a 
sign of weakness, trust me. You don’t have to suffer in silence, and I hate that you have been doing 
just that for so long, but the fact that you tracked this guy down all on your own is very 


impressive.” 


“She’s right,” Bucky cuts in, a fond smile on his face. “But no more jumping onto invisible jets, 
okay? I’m way too young for a stress-induced heart attack.” 


Steve scowls, leaning over to playfully smack Bucky on the arm. “You’re over a century old, 
Buck.” 


“Shut up, punk! Work with me here, I’m trying to make sure the kid doesn’t crash any more 
planes.” 


“What’s that smell?” Peter asks, his nose wrinkling. “It’s almost like there’s something burning.” 


Wanda’s face drops in horror. “The paprikash!” she exclaims, practically sprinting back to the 
kitchen. 


Bucky and Steve exchange a nervous glance. 


“Wanda?” Steve calls, tentatively leaning over the back of the couch to peer into the kitchen. “Are 
you burning the apartment down?” 


“No!” Wanda calls, the immense relief in her voice carrying further than the thin wisps of smoke 
that are barely visible in the doorway. “Peter caught it just in time.” 


Bucky beams, clapping Peter on the back. “You saved dinner! I swear to God, when you taste 
Wanda’s paprikash, your entire worldview changes.” 


“That’s right,” Wanda smiles from the doorway, carefully wiping her hands on her jeans. 


Peter blushes, but before he can figure out what he could possibly say to express his sheer 
appreciation for his new makeshift family unit, the jarring sound of repulsors outside the apartment 
makes the trio collectively whirl around in surprise. 


Steve tenses once he finally places the source of the noise. “Tony,” he whispers, his mouth gaping 
open in horror. 


“Did he really have to fly here?” Bucky grumbles, practically leaping to his feet. “That fucking 
idiot! The apartment’s compromised now, people are going to know that we’re here-” 


Steve cuts off his panicked rambling with a gentle kiss to the crown of his head. “It’s Tony,” he 
says softly, burying his nose into Bucky’s hair. “I’m sure that he’s thought this through.” 


As a soft knock echoes through the apartment, Peter mentally prepares for a fight. The only way 
that anyone would ever be able to harm the people he cares about is over his dead body. 


“Hello? New neighbors?” Tony’s voice calls, his pitchy falsetto only slightly muffled by the door. 
“T brought you a housewarming gift!” 


“Tt’s an apartment,” Bucky groans under his breath as Steve lets the billionaire in. “Besides, we 
don’t even own it.” 


“And I don’t have a gift,” Tony says evenly, his faceplate opening as he pushes his way past Steve 
and into the apartment. “I guess that whole statement was a lie, huh?” 


“That’s alright,” Wanda says awkwardly, her accent creeping into the words as she makes her way 
over to stand protectively behind Steve. “You can get it to us later.” 


Tony chuckles, but the anxiety bubbling deep in Peter’s stomach is too overwhelming for him to 
even pretend to find the joke funny. “I’m sorry about your jet.” 


“Peter, no!” Steve frowns. He crosses his arms across his chest, and the line that forms between his 
brows sends a wave of shame through Peter’s body. “We’ve been over this-” 


“Thanks, kid,” Tony cuts in, sending Steve into a stunned silence. “You really saved my ass with 
that one.” 


“No problem,” Peter responds, his voice ridden with bewilderment. 


“Anyway,” he continues, the Iron Man suit whirring as Tony steps out to reveal the immaculate 
three-piece suit he’s wearing underneath. “Is everyone good over here? 


Peter nods, mentally restraining himself from obsessing over the complexity of the nanotech that 
the man must have used for the suit. 


“T mean, the kid’s head is about to explode, but other than that we’re fine,” Bucky says coldly, 
resting a firm hand on Peter’s back. “What are you doing here?” 


“Woah!” Tony exclaims, holding his hands up in surrender. “Steve, please tell your pet assassin 
that I’m not here to hurt any of you. There’s just... something I wanted to talk to Peter about.” 


“What is it?” Peter blurts out before he can stop himself, nervously bouncing on the balls of his 
feet. “I- if it’s about the jet-” 


“Jesus, kid,” Tony sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You're like a broken record, I already 
told you that it’s fine. I was just going to ask you about Ross.” 


Tony drops the statement casually, as if he’s just discussing the weather, but the mere mention of 
the subject feels like a bullet to Peter’s chest. 


“Shit, is this a custody thing?” Steve breathes, his brows furrowed in concern. “We thought for 
sure that we’d have more time.” 


Peter tenses, and even Bucky’s grounding touch does nothing to stop his racing heart. 


“There were cameras on the jet,” Tony deadpans, cutting Steve off before he can panic any more. 
“Okay? I wanted to talk to you about the footage, I promise that there’s no imminent doom waiting 
around this corner to destroy your lives or anything. Can we please just sit and talk this out before 
the kid can get himself any more worked up?” 


“There were cameras on the jet?” Peter repeats dumbly, almost tripping over himself as Steve 
gently tugs him over to sit at the kitchen table. 


“The cloaking device,” Bucky realizes quietly, his gaze snapping over to Peter’s hunched form. 
“When you were fighting that guy--Toomes, I guess--the jet projected distorted images of your suit. 
That must be how it’s invisible.” 


Wanda gasps, her hand shooting up to cover her mouth as she glances between Bucky and Tony. 
“He’s right,” she whispers. “I saw it too.” 


Peter barely catches the spark of pride that appears in Steve’s eyes as Tony nods. 


“Of course, the cameras only record video and not audio,” Tony starts, his leg bouncing nervously 


as he struggles to maintain a facade of nonchalance. “But the footage is pretty high quality, and I 
may or may not have been working on an AI that can determine what people are saying based on 
the movement of their lips.” 


“Your robot can read lips, Tony,” Wanda groans. “Get to the point.” 


Tony scowls as he obliges. “What I’m trying to say,” he continues, “is that I could theoretically go 
into the system and stitch the video from a certain date, and if someone said anything that 
incriminated themselves-” 


“Or others,” Peter adds, slowly catching on to Tony’s vague explanation. 


“..Or if they incriminated somebody else,” Tony agrees, anxiously shifting in his seat. “I’d have 
video evidence that maybe... I may not have been right about something, which means that it’s 
likely that ’'m wrong about something bigger.” 


“Why are you being so vague, Tony?” Steve frowns, glancing between Peter and the billionaire. 
“Peter, what’s going on?” 


“The accords,” Tony chokes out, his eyes darting around the room as he avoids Steve’s gaze. “I 
mean, I was right when I said that we have to be put in check, but I’ve come across some 
information that suggests that Ross having our power in his fist may be more dangerous than I 
originally thought.” 


Steve pauses, his mouth opening and closing again as he searches for a response. Bucky’s equally 
dumbstruck beside him, but Peter just feels like he could vomit. 


After a beat of silence, Peter finally works up the nerve to open his mouth. 


“If there was sufficient evidence to suggest that Ross was an accomplice to a murder, the Sokovia 
Accords could be discredited.” 


The room falls silent at Peter’s whispered statement, but the boy’s just happy that he managed to 
get the words out without bursting into tears at the memory. 


“A murder?” Wanda asks, her face pale. “Peter... what?” 


“Well, not exactly murder. At least, that’s not what I have on file,’ Tony says, staring pointedly at 
Peter, “but the footage is pretty much indisputable evidence that Ross tried to have Underoos here 
killed.” 


An ugly screech echoes through the apartment as Bucky shoots to his feet, a faraway look in his 
eyes. 


“Buck...” Steve mutters, placing a soft hand on the other man’s arm. 


“I’m fine,” Bucky shudders, taking a slow breath as he lets out the monotone declaration. “I'll be 
okay, just- please continue.” 


“T have footage of Adrian Toomes clearly stating that Ross not only gave him Peter’s location, but 
physically opened the door to let him into the house. Now, that wouldn’t be incriminating by itself, 
but when you put it together with the events that followed his entry into Ross’s house...” 


“-Tt’s pretty damn incriminating,” Steve finishes for him, gently pulling Bucky back into his seat. 
“Okay, so what does that mean? Can we get Ross arrested?” 


“Tl kill him,’ Wanda mutters under her breath, a dangerous look in her eye. “If he doesn’t end up 
rotting in a prison somewhere...” 


“He’s rich,” Peter points out, trying his best to hide the spike of anxiety that surges through him at 
the idea of ever going to trial against the man. “His lawyers could get him out of anything, it 
wouldn’t be worth it.” 


Wanda opens her mouth to argue, but she’s silenced by a small wave of Tony’s hand. 
“You're right,” he says gently, “but maybe there’s more to this than prison.” 


Steve frowns, obviously deep in thought, but Peter perks up in his seat. Could there actually be a 
way for him to benefit from this fucked-up situation? According to his track record, things should 
only get worse from here, but he can’t bring himself to squash the tiny spark of hope that’s slowly 
growing in his heart. 


“You mentioned the Accords?” Bucky’s small voice pipes up, and he grips the edge of the table as 
the attention of the room turns to focus on him. 


“Yeah,” Wanda agrees, her gaze shifting to Tony. “And that you were wrong about something?” 


Tony shifts uncomfortably in his seat, clearing his throat in an unsuccessful attempt to dispel some 
of the tension that’s built up in the air. “Ross was the one pushing the Accords. If this footage were 
to go public, I have no doubt in my mind that I could easily throw together a few pardons for those 
who have been- ah, inconvenienced by Ross’s legislation.” 


“But no formal charge?” Wanda asks, her eyebrows raised. “Why should he just walk away with 
no consequences?” 


“He’s not just walking away!” Tony argues. “He’d step down, and he wouldn’t be able to foster 
kids anymore. I know this isn’t an ideal option-” 


“Tl take it.” 
The room falls silent at Peter’s admission, but the boy’s too overwhelmed to care. 


“He can’t foster any more kids, right?” Peter asks, his chest tight with a strange mixture of stress 
and relief. “You guys would get your pardon, and I get the peace of mind that comes with the 
whole arrangement. He’s rich, so it’s not like he’d actually get much prison time if we went to 
court anyway.” 


“You don’t have to worry about us, Pete,” Steve assures him. “Pardon or no pardon, we’ ll be fine. 
If you’re sure, though...” 


“Tm sure,” Peter decides, glancing between Steve and Bucky. “I don’t want to lose you guys.” 


Bucky’s expression softens as he reaches across Steve to ruffle Peter’s curls, but before he can say 
anything, Tony clears his throat. 


“There is one other thing that I wanted to talk about,” he says, sending Peter right back to the edge 
of his seat. 


Steve squeezes Peter’s shoulder reassuringly as he notices the kid’s change in body language, but 
Tony just continues, seemingly wanting to get the next part over with as quickly as possible. 


“This apartment building is getting torn down soon,” he says, sending the rest of the table into a 
collective panic. 


“Fuck!” Steve swears, rubbing the heels of his hands over his face. “How did I not see this coming? 
Bucky, we have to go-” 


“No!” Tony cuts him off, holding his hand out as if he’s trying to tame a bull. “I have a solution.” 
The man shifts awkwardly as the table falls silent, and three pairs of eyes stare at him expectantly. 


“Come back to the tower,” Tony asks softly, turning to face Steve. “I know we’ve had our 
differences, but you have to realize that it’s time-” 


“T can’t,” Steve breathes, his eyebrows furrowed. “Tony, I want to mend things just as much as you 
do, but I can’t believe that you’d even ask me to do that! After all of this, do you really think that I 
could just drop everything and abandon Bucky without a second thought?” 


Steve’s arm gravitates protectively toward Bucky, and the pair exchange a glance that Peter can’t 
quite place. 


Tony sighs, glancing between the two men. “I have a floor prepared. It- I designed with the three of 
you in mind.” 


Bucky freezes. “The three of us?” he whispers, watching in awe as Steve’s expression melts. 
“Tony,” Steve gasps. “I- I have no idea how we could repay you-” 


“The offer extends to you and Vision,” Tony says as he turns to Wanda, cutting Steve off mid- 
thought. “Although I imagine that you’d rather live elsewhere once everyone’s pardons are 
finalized.” 


Wanda nods silently, blinking back tears. 
“Do you want that, Peter?” Bucky asks, turning to face the boy. “We don’t have to-” 


“Live in Stark Tower?” Peter exclaims, a small smile teasing his lips. ““That’s- I don’t know how I 
could ever say no to that. Ned’s going to freak out.” 


“There is one condition, though,” Tony says, stopping Peter in his tracks. 
Steve frowns. “What is it? I hope you know that Bucky is non-negotiable-” 


“Yeah, yeah. You and the boyfriend are a package deal,” Tony chuckles, glancing over the table at 
Peter. “My only condition is that the kid has to show me how he makes his tech. Honestly, I don’t 
know if I’ve ever been this impressed with somebody in my entire life.” 


Beside him, Peter can feel the tension melt away from Bucky’s muscles. 


“What do you say?” Wanda asks him, her eyes sparkling with amusement as a smirk creeps its way 
onto her face. “You wanna tinker with Tony?” 


Peter chuckles, glancing hesitantly over at the billionaire in the seat across from him. “I’d love to 
tinker with Tony.” 


The sun beats down on Peter’s back as he stands beside Bucky, baseball caps pulled low over both 
of their faces. 


“Are you okay?” the man asks softly, but Peter can only shake his head as he chokes back a sob. 


His nose burns as he inhales the scent of rotting flowers, and the small pile of wilting petals and 
stems resting against the headstone in front of them only reminds Peter that it’s taken him an 
unreasonably long amount of time to visit his sister’s final resting place. 


“Hey, it’s alright,” a familiar voice calls from behind him, the figure’s footfalls indicating that he’s 
approaching Peter from behind. 


He doesn’t even have to turn around to figure out who it is. 


“They buried her, Harry,” Peter chokes out, blinking back tears as he turns to meet his brother’s 
gaze. “She’s in the fucking ground, and I wasn’t there.” 


Bucky audibly sucks a breath of cool air between his teeth, but Harry just rests a gentle hand on 
Peter’s back. 


“She would have hated it,” he says simply. “The funeral, I mean. It was- just, it felt like it was a 
press conference. Ross made a speech, and the media were swarming like flies. It’s better that you 
weren’t there, I promise.” 


Peter frowns, the misery buried in Harry’s tone doing little to lift his spirits. 


“T guess even death can’t protect her from Ross’s bullshit,” he jokes dryly, pointedly ignoring the 
sour frown that makes its way onto Bucky’s face at the statement. 


A few beats of awkward silence pass, and Peter’s worried that the joke might have accidentally 
broken Harry’s cool facade, but the silence is suddenly broken when Harry snorts in amusement. 


“Do you remember when Ross was gone on that business trip and Peni was upset that it was 
raining outside, so Gwen set up a picnic blanket in the kitchen and we all ate on the floor?” 


It takes a second, but once he thinks about it, he can see the memory as if it had happened 
yesterday. 


“Was that the time you tried to make toast in the microwave?” Peter asks, chuckling in spite of the 
tears that silently make their way down his face at the mental image of Gwen, her radiant smile 
practically burned into the backs of Peter’s eyelids. 


Harry gasps, playfully scowling as Peter wipes the tears from his face with his sleeve. “I only did 
that because you took the toaster apart for that stupid science fair project! How else was I supposed 
to make toast?” 


“The stove?” Bucky suggests quietly, grinning in amusement as Harry pales. 


“Yeah, maybe,” Harry concedes, playfully shoving Peter’s shoulder. “Don’t look so smug, asshole. 
I didn’t hear you suggesting that when I was putting the damn bread in the microwave!” 


“She was always like that,” Peter says softly, dropping his gaze back to Gwen’s headstone. “At 
least for as long as ’ ve known her, she always put other people’s needs in front of her own. I wish 
she had gotten to live for herself, you know?” 


“T feel the same way,” Harry whispers, his voice breaking as he tries to subtly blink the tears from 
his eyes. 


“Tt- she was way too young,” Bucky offers, stating the obvious. “It’s terrible, but it’s not either of 
your faults that she wasn’t able to live a full life. Neither of you shot her--that’s all on Toomes and 
Ross--and from what I’ve heard, she wasn’t the only one who wasn’t allowed to be selfish.” 


Harry groans, pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes. “It’s just different, you know? We get a 
second chance, but she’s stuck here.” 


“T’m going back to school tomorrow,” Peter says softly. “Every time I walk into that building, the 
only thing that I can think of is how excited she was about that scholarship. I just wish...” 


“Me too,” Harry assures him, pulling Peter into an awkward one-armed hug. “I- you don’t 
understand, she was... I miss her so much.” 


“Harry,” Peter chokes out, trying to ignore the way that Bucky’s gaze darts awkwardly between the 
pair. “I’m one of the only people who does understand.” 


When Peter returns to school the next day, he feels like there’s a giant spotlight illuminating his 
every move. 


He keeps his head down as he walks through the halls, hopelessly trying to remember his locker 
combination from the first day of school. 


Everything seems so much louder than usual. Most people mind their business, but more than a 
few of his classmates take it upon themselves to welcome him back to Midtown, and it’s 
exhausting. 


Peter’s arms burn as person after person touches his shoulders and back, offering their words of 
encouragement that only make the pit in his stomach deeper. 


“Hey, give him some space!” a familiar voice orders, and Peter feels like he’s seconds away from 
collapsing in relief. 


“Ned!” he exclaims, gladly leaning into his friends embrace as the crowd of people finally begins 
to disperse. “Dude, I missed you so much! I’m so sorry that I didn’t call or anything, I swear I’ve 
been thinking of you every day.” 


“No, I understand,” Ned says, removing his head from where it’s buried in Peter’s shoulder so he 
can look the other boy in the eyes. “I’m just sorry that I wasn’t there to help you through 
everything. I mean, Gwe-” 


“It’s fine,” Peter dismisses quickly, fighting to keep his expression neutral. “I’m good, and you’ re 
here now. I- dude, you have to come over to my new place, it’s so cool!” 


Ned’s face lights up, and Peter silently smiles as the topic of the conversation swerves away from 
his dead sister. 


“Ts it true that you’re living in Stark Tower? Also, how did I not know that you’re Spider-Man? 
Can I be your guy in the chair?” Ned asks, his hands shaking with excitement as he rambles. “I’d 
be such a good guy in the chair! I could be all, “bad guy at your ten o’clock, tracking this, copy 
that!’” 


“T’d be lucky to have you,” Peter chuckles, placing a gentle hand on Ned’s arm to calm him down. 
“T was actually just talking to Mr. Stark about adding an AI to my suit, so you could totally be in 
my ear, working behind the scenes and all that stuff.” 


Ned gasps, and for a second, Peter’s genuinely worried that he’s about to pass out. 


Just when Peter’s about to let his guard down, the bell rings, and the pair get caught in the stream 
of students rushing to get to their homeroom class on time. 


Peter does everything in his power to hide the fact that he only gets to the right class because he’s 
following Ned. He hadn’t thought about it before, but as it turns out, he has no idea where any of 
his classes are. 


The uncertainty only adds to his steadily growing anxiety. Taking a deep breath, Peter mindlessly 
follows Ned into the classroom, doing his best to hold back the memories of what happened the 
last time he was there. 


“Peter!” Mr. Harrington exclaims, standing from his desk as Peter and Ned enter. ““What a pleasant 
surprise! [’ll- I guess P’ll see if I can organize your missing work by the end of the day, just come 
by my classroom when school ends.” 


Peter internally groans. Catch-up work is the last thing he wants to do right now, but by some 
miracle, he manages to keep his thoughts to himself and nod politely. 


“T hope you’re well,” the teacher tacks on hurriedly, evidently realizing that Peter’s probably not 
going to be too thrilled about weeks of busywork to catch up on. “Of course, I understand if you’re 
busy. The deadlines are flexible, just get it to me-” 


“Tt’s fine,” Peter says, finally cutting off his teacher’s anxious rambling. “Thank you.” 


Peter and Ned wordlessly make their way over to a table in the back, and it’s not until they sit 
down that Peter realizes that it’s the same table they sat at on the first day. 


“What are we doing in this class right now?” Peter hisses to Ned, his eyes darting to the front of the 
room as Mr. Harrington begins to pass out worksheets. “Macbeth?” 


Ned frowns for a second, shooting Peter a pointed look before responding. “...This is physics.” 
Peter chuckles, amazed that he’d been able to miss such a crucial detail. “Yeah, that’s right-” 
He suddenly goes silent as he locks eyes with Flash, who’s staring at the pair from the doorway. 


“Everyone knows that you’re lying about being Spider-Man,” he blurts out, grabbing the attention 
of the entire class. 


Without another word, he takes his seat, and Peter’s spirit sinks. 


“T can’t believe I have to deal with that for the rest of the year,” Peter complains, nodding in 
greeting as MJ slides into the seat next to Ned. “First it was Penis, now this.” 


“That sucks, dude,” Ned says, sympathetically clapping him on the shoulder. “Hey, isn’t the 
Winter Soldier your dad now? You should totally bring him in for just a second, Flash would 
literally shit his pants.” 


“There’s no need for that,” Peter chuckles awkwardly, the joke hitting a little close to home. “It’s 


fine, he’s just annoying. It’s not a big deal.” 


MJ’s brows furrow. “Are you going to join Decathlon again?” she asks suddenly, her eyes lighting 
up. 


“Sure,” Peter says, a genuine smile making its way onto his lips. “Why not? You guys need all the 
help that you can get.” 


“Flash!”? MJ calls across the room, much to Peter’s embarrassment. ““You’re back to first alternate, 
Peter’s back!” 


The boy pales, and MJ practically cackles, her snorts of delight filling Peter’s stomach with 
butterflies. 


“This is going to be awesome,” Ned chuckles, grinning as he glances between his two friends. 
At that moment, Peter can’t help but agree with Ned. 
The past few months have been fucked up, but this moment is proof that he’s able to feel joy. 


Instead of wrapping a bike lock around the refrigerator, Steve and Bucky gave him a bag of food so 
he could feel safe. Things like asking for permission to see a friend, which had once practically 
carried a death sentence, aren’t a risk at all. 


There are no cold eyes sneering down at him when he dares to take a step out of line. 


Peter can do things like see his friends without his desire to be a kid being painted as selfish and 
evil. 


He has an amazing support system, and even though his most well-protected secret has been 
spilled, he doesn’t seem to be in any imminent danger. This could be his chance to finally be a kid. 


Maybe things are looking up after all. 


“Steve...” 


Bucky’s frustrated groan reverberates against the walls of their too-large floor, and even Peter’s 
bedroom door isn’t enough to muffle the sound. 


Peter’s honestly still getting used to the concept of having his own living space. As much as he 
loves his foster siblings, it’s an objective truth that their shared bedroom left much to be desired. 
Even in the apartment, his bedroom was the living room, which meant that any illusion of privacy 
that he was given had an expiration date. 


“T understand that you have to get HYDRA out of your head,” Steve whines, “but Wakanda? 
Why-” 


“T’Challa said that Shuri’s already looking into different options,” Bucky explains gently. “I 
wouldn’t have to go right away, but when she gets a little bit closer to figuring it out-” 


Steve’s response is too soft for Peter’s ears to pick up, but the boy’s already heard enough for his 
mind to race, the sheer unpredictability of the situation making his stomach churn. 


Is Bucky leaving? Will he be okay? 


Peter’s too overwhelmed to think straight, but deep down, he knows that he should have expected 
this. He’s gotten comfortable with his living situation, so the logical sequence of events is for the 
carpet to be pulled from under his feet sooner or later. 


“Cryo?” Steve exclaims, immediately catching Peter’s attention. “What? Buck, you know I can’t 
do this without you! Ask Shuri if she can freeze me with you, please...” 


“Are you crazy?” Bucky asks softly, cutting off Steve’s hopeless pleading. “The kid needs an adult, 
Steve! Besides, she doesn’t even know when I could go. For all we know, it could be months until 
the technology will be ready.” 


The voices go silent for a second, and in a momentary rush of courage, Peter decides to venture out 
of his room. 


He breathes a sigh of relief when he opens the door and sees that Steve and Bucky are nowhere to 
be seen, and the door to their bedroom is closed. 


Peter scurries to the elevator, desperate to make his escape before it’s obvious that he’s been 
listening to the argument, even though it’s not like he really has any other option. 


The elevator hums as it carries Peter up to one of the many communal floors of the tower, and the 
boy silently prays that whatever floor he’s taken to will be empty. 


“Taking a walk?” a voice asks him as soon as the doors slide open, shattering any hopes that Peter 
may have had of keeping to himself. 


“Yeah,” he answers, awkwardly shifting as he forces himself to meet Tony’s gaze. “Bucky just 
heard back from Shuri, and...” 


“Let me guess, Steve’s moping?” 
Peter nods, trying his best to suppress a twitch of surprise as Tony’s hand lands on his shoulder. 
“Tt’ll be okay,” the man assures him. “She knows what she’s doing.” 


“Yeah, I guess,” Peter answers lamely, his eyes darting to a white envelope that’s clutched in 
Tony’s hands. ““What’s that?” 


“Oh!” the billionaire exclaims, practically thrusting the envelope into Peter’s hands. “It’s for you! 
It looks like the fan mail’s already pouring in, how about that?” 


Peter frowns, but when he turns the letter over to read the front, his heart stops. 
“Tt’s from Japan,” he whispers. “I- oh my God!” 
Before Tony can respond, Peter tears into the letter, frantically unfolding the paper inside. 


He’s met with color blocks of blue and red crayon, and when Peter is finally able to hold the paper 
still enough to look at it, tears fill his eyes as he processes the drawing of Spider-Man that he’s 
holding in his hands. 


“You’ve always been my hero, Peter. -Peni.’ 


“Oh, isn’t that cute!” Tony exclaims, looking over Peter’s shoulder at the paper inside. “They even 
included a phone number, that’s hilarious.” 


“Tt’s from my foster sister,” Peter whispers, his voice rough as he blinks back tears, tracing his 
fingers gently over the string of numbers under the drawing. “Peni.” 


Tony stares at him, obviously unable to find the right words to say, and Peter clutches the paper to 
his chest as if it’s made of gold. 


To him, it’s far more precious than words can describe. 


“She didn’t forget me,” Peter sobs, passively allowing himself to be scooped into an awkward hug. 
“T- I can’t believe it.” 


“Of course she didn’t forget you,” Tony whispers gently, the raw emotion in his usually blank 
voice catching Peter off guard. “Nobody could, kid. Trust me, you’re way too special for that to 
even be a possibility.” 


“Wakanda, huh?” 


Peter tentatively steps out of the elevator, holding back a chuckle as Steve and Bucky both jolt up 
from where they were curled together comfortably on the couch. 


“You heard that?” Steve asks sheepishly, groaning as he forces himself to his feet. “Sorry, I should 
have realized-” 


“What’s that?” Bucky pipes up, gesturing to the paper in Peter’s hands. “Did you draw it?” 


Steve scowls, obviously not happy about how Bucky changed the subject, but Peter decides to take 
the bait. 


If Bucky’s leaving, their parting moment might as well be happy. 


“Tt’s a drawing of Spider-Man that my foster sister sent from Japan.” he explains, holding the paper 
out so the two men can take a look. “She’s nine.” 


“Cute,” Bucky comments, offering Peter a rare smile. “Do you want to put it on the refrigerator? 
Steve says that people do that now.” 


Before Peter can even respond, Steve’s already fumbling around, searching desperately for a 
magnet. 


“You know what this reminds me of?” Steve muses as Peter tacks the piece of paper to the 
refrigerator. “That mural of Spider-Man that someone painted on the side of a police station. It’s- I 
mean, the art style is distinctly similar, but of course, the mural doesn’t look like it was drawn by a 
nine-year-old.” 


“There’s a mural of me?” Peter asks, furrowing his eyebrows. It’s flattering, of course, but he can’t 
help but ask himself why someone would choose to paint a vigilante on a police station. 


“Yeah,” Steve smiles, reaching for the brand-new cell phone that Tony had insisted on replacing 
his old flip phone with. “Here, it’s actually pretty cool.” 


Peter takes the phone, but when he looks at the screen, he almost drops the device in shock. 


‘Drowning in the deep sea of expectations,’ the words read, painted over a beautiful portrait of 
Peter plummeting head first into the city. 


“No way,” Peter gasps, his eyes darting to the familiar signature near the bottom of the brick wall. 
“My foster brother painted that! Miles- that’s his signature at the bottom!” 


“Shit,” Bucky chuckles, grabbing the phone to see for himself. “Two in one day, what are the 
odds? I guess you come from a talented family.” 


“He’s very skilled,’ Steve comments, awe evident in his expression. 


“Yeah, I think he mentioned that Peni went through his portfolio right before she left,” Peter 
realizes. ““That must be why the styles are similar.” 


“Tt seems like you miss them,” Bucky comments gently. 


Peter frowns. “All of us are in better situations--except for Gwen, of course--so it’s hard to say. 
It’s... nice that they’re thinking of me, though.” 


Steve nods. “I understand what you mean. I hope you also think you’re in a better situation-” 


“Of course!” Peter assures him. “I don’t know what I would do without you guys. Even if you were 
to leave right now, you’ ve both had such a huge impact in my life.” 


Instead of reassuring the men like Peter was hoping, the statement only makes both of their jaws 
drop in horror. 


“T’m not leaving, Peter,” Bucky says, taking a step closer to the boy. “Not yet, at least. And when I 
do, it will only be for a few weeks. [ have no plans of abandoning you.” 


Peter’s body floods with relief, and he absentmindedly picks at the fanny pack that he’s begun to 
wear out of habit. “Are you sure?” 


Steve’s face crumples as the small question leaves Peter’s mouth. 


“You’re stuck with us for good,” Steve jokes, obviously holding back tears. “I promise, neither of 
us are just going to leave like that. I’m sorry that we led you to believe that.” 


“So, when will you leave?” Peter asks nervously, turning to face Bucky. “I mean, I get why you 
have to go, I’m not trying to be rude-” 


“T don’t know.” 


Bucky cuts him off with a small smile, his hand slowly migrating to rest comfortingly on Peter’s 
shoulder. 


“Tt probably won’t be for a while, though,” he continues, subtly glancing over at Steve. “Until 
then, let’s just live, okay? I don’t want to walk on eggshells for the rest of time.” 


“That sounds good to me,” Steve agrees, carefully snaking one of his arms around Bucky’s waist, a 
soft expression on his face. “Peter, you’ ve been fighting alone for so long. I think the least that you 
deserve is a chance to be a kid.” 


Peter nods, blinking back tears as he looks up at the two men that he’s slowly grown to think of as 
family. 


“T think I could try that,” he says, burying his face into Bucky’s shoulder as the man pulls him in 
for a hug 


Two pairs of strong arms clutch his small body, and Peter leans into Steve’s touch when he notices 
the added weight of the other man. He’s warm and safe in the middle of the embrace, and both men 
are latched onto him as if the kid between them is the only thing keeping the pair afloat. 


For the first time in a long while, Peter feels whole. 
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